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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   I awoke to total darkness and a pounding in my brain. I blinked a few times, but the blackness remained.
 
   “Who turned off the lights?” I mumbled. Confusion wrapped itself around me. What day was it? What time was it? And most importantly, where was I?
 
   Feet shuffled nearby and then…SMACK!
 
   “Hey, that hurt!” I managed to say. The right side of my face throbbed where he’d punched me. I assumed it was a “he” but in truth, I hadn’t seen “him” because I still couldn’t see anything. I became aware of something covering my eyes. A blindfold. The back of my head hurt, and a fog hung over my befuddled brain. Through a crack where the blindfold didn’t touch my cheek, I saw hardwood floor. Good. A clue. It was almost useless, but still a clue. My head dropped and my chin rested on my chest.
 
   “So you’re awake.” The voice was deep and scratchy. Definitely a “he”. He coughed and cleared his throat. A hand grasped my hair and jerked my head up.
 
   “Yes,” I stated the obvious. “Quit pulling my hair.”
 
   “You don’t tell me what I wanna know, I’m gonna do more than that.”
 
   He was close enough that I felt his hot breath on my cheek. A medicinal smell assaulted my nostrils. Menthol with a little mint, like a Sucrets cough drop. I tried to move my arms and legs but couldn’t. I slowly assessed my situation. I was blindfolded, my hands tied behind my back, my legs strapped to the legs of a hard chair. And this goon was beating me up.
 
   “Why were you meeting Noel Farrell?” the goon growled.
 
   “He asked me to,” I said. That was completely true.
 
   Earlier today – if today was still today, depending on how long I’d been knocked out – a private investigator named Noel Farrell had called and asked me to meet him in Black Hawk, an old mining-turned-gambling town forty miles west of Denver, at five p.m. I’d gotten to the parking garage at the Ameristar Casino Hotel and waited for Farrell, but he never showed. As I walked back to my car, something hit me over the head and I blacked out. And now I was here.
 
   “What did he tell you?” He was still close and I heard the cough drop click on his teeth. Then he hacked a bit and snorted.
 
   “About what?” I asked.
 
   I sensed his moving away. Then SMACK!
 
   “Ugh!” I shook my head, which only served to intensify my headache.
 
   “Farrell must’ve told you something. I gotta hit you again or are you gonna tell me what he said?”
 
   “He didn’t tell me anything.” I felt him cocking his arm to belt me again. “No, wait. Don’t hit me again. I’m telling the truth.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   A reprieve. I took advantage and talked fast. “Like I said, Farrell called and asked me to meet him in Black Hawk. He said it was urgent, and that he’d make it worth my while. I tried to brush him off but he insisted. I admit, I was curious, so I drove up here. But he never showed. I waited a while and then headed back to my car. Before I got there, someone conked me on the head and I woke up here.” I wisely neglected to accuse this goon of being the one who’d knocked me out, or to point out that he was being terribly inhospitable.
 
   He leaned in close and coughed spittle in my face. Great. Now on top of everything else I might catch his cold.
 
   “That’s it?” he asked, then sniffled.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I heard him move away, then he began talking in hushed tones to someone else. Another thug to deal with? I caught bits and pieces of their conversation: “doesn’t know”, “check on Farrell”, “before the boss finds out”, and “beat it out of him.” Uh-oh. Footsteps scraped the floor as he approached. I caught another whiff of that sweet, menthol breath and he sniffled. I braced myself for another punch.
 
   Then someone said, “What’re you doing?”
 
   Was that a third voice? Or was that thug number two? My muddled brain didn’t want to work.
 
   “I’m takin’ care of it,” the menthol breath said.
 
   More whispering, and then, “You better and make sure it doesn’t come back on us or you’ll rue the day you were born.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” Sucrets approached and got in my face again. “Farrell didn’t say why he wanted to see you?”
 
   “You keep asking, but it’s the same answer,” I said. “Tell you what, if I suddenly remember the why, I’ll call you.”
 
   SMACK!
 
   Ouch! Me and my big mouth.
 
   “Then you’re not useful to me anymore.”
 
   “Good. Untie me and I’ll go home.”
 
   “You wish.” He chuckled, coughed once, then moved away. A moment later, both thugs approached. Sucrets said, “Open up.”
 
   He planted his fingers on my face. His grip hurt my sore jaw as he pried my mouth open. I fought against him, but his strong hands held my head back. I was powerless. They poured something down my throat. Whiskey. It burned. I gagged and spit some out.
 
   The other thug cursed. “Hold him!” His voice was high-pitched and squeaky. He poured more whiskey into me and this time Sucrets held my mouth shut.
 
   I struggled and forced myself not to swallow, but eventually I lost that battle. The whiskey felt like fire as I choked it down. I took frantic breaths through my nose, whiskey blowing out. Sucrets let go and I sputtered and coughed, sucking in deep breaths and then hacking.
 
   Sucrets yanked my head back again. They dumped more whiskey in my mouth and forced my jaw closed again. I fought against them but it was useless. Ironically, a warmth passed through me as the alcohol took effect, and I struggled less the third time. By the fourth time, most of the fight had gone out of me.
 
   They backed off and I sat there, chin on my chest, face wet with whiskey and snot. It didn’t take long before I felt woozy.
 
   “How much more?” the other thug asked.
 
   “At least another,” Sucrets said, then coughed.
 
   “It’s all good,” I slurred.
 
   They got another good dose into me. They backed away and talked in low tones, but I was oblivious. A relaxed feeling settled over me and my jaw stopped aching. It was kind of nice, but it didn’t last. The next thing I knew, they were untying my legs. I made a feeble attempt to kick them. Then Sucrets jerked me to my feet.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as he steered me forward. I tripped and he grabbed me before I fell. He stuck his arm behind my back, up under my arms, and he half-walked, half-dragged me across the room.
 
   “This way, buddy,” he said.
 
   A door opened and cold wind hit me.
 
   “Get him out here,” Squeaky said.
 
   Through the crack in the blindfold I saw snow on the ground. I tried to look up but my head flopped around like a rag doll.
 
   “Where are his car keys?” Sucrets asked.
 
   “I left them in the car,” Squeaky answered.
 
   “Aw, you brought my car, how “nishe”.” My voice sounded funny, all the words full of a “sh” sound. Shound…
 
   They steered me though powder snow for about twenty yards. A car door opened.
 
   “Wait,” I said. “This is like North by Northwest, where the bad guys make Cary Grant drive drunk, hoping he’ll crash the car.”
 
   “Same idea, but you ain’t Cary Grant, bud,” Sucrets said.
 
   “No one is,” I snorted. I was trying for miffed. My mother did miffed really well, but I didn’t think I was succeeding. Well, I was drunk, after all.
 
   “Get his ass in the car,” Squeaky said.
 
   “Where are we?” I tried to see around the blindfold, but wasn’t having any luck.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Sucrets said. He forced me into the driver’s seat. My hands were still tied behind my back so I leaned forward. Through the blindfold slit I saw the steering wheel.
 
   “Having me drive drunk is such a cliché,” I said. Hey – finally a word that comes out pronounced perfectly, even when you’re drunk. Too bad everything else was a slurred mess.
 
   The driver’s side door slammed shut and I was momentarily alone. Then the passenger door opened and a heavy body slid into the seat next to me.
 
   “Put this on,” Squeaky said to Sucrets.
 
   I had no idea what that meant until they untied my hands. I stretched my arms, then yanked off the blindfold. It was night, but the car’s dome light seemed glaringly bright to me. I squinted as I looked around. Sucrets sat next to me in my 4-Runner, a black ski mask covering his face. Just his eyes and mouth showed through slits in the mask. He clicked the cough drop on his teeth as he sneered at me. He was big, with a thick chest and large hands. One of them held a gun, and it was trained on me.
 
   “Hurry up,” Squeaky said. He was leaning on the passenger door, and his face was covered with a ski mask as well.
 
   I turned and glanced through the rear window. I thought I saw a big house and a couple of small lights through tall evergreen trees, but I couldn’t be sure.
 
   “Hands on the wheel,” Sucrets instructed. He jiggled the gun. “Don’t make me shoot you.”
 
   “Ten and two,” I said, gripping the wheel. “What about my seatbelt?”
 
   Sucrets let out a short laugh. “You won’t need it.” He looked back at High-pitched. “I got it from here.”
 
   “You sure this is going to work?” Squeaky asked.
 
   “There’s plenty of spots on the road with steep drop-offs. With the snow and icy roads, he’ll crash,” Sucrets said.
 
   High-pitched stepped away from the 4-Runner and slammed the door. Sucrets reached out and started the car, then put it into gear. “Drive.”
 
   We were parked on a snow-covered road that glowed silver in the moonlight. Evergreens towered on either side of us, along with the occasional barren aspen. The 4-Runner started moving.
 
   “Where’s the gas pedal?” I muttered. My feet connected with the gas and we lurched forward. “You know that Cary Grant survived, right?”
 
   “No one messed with his brakes,” Sucrets said.
 
   “Oh, that’s cold.” I tapped on the brakes, and sure enough, they felt soft. Then my foot slipped and hit the gas pedal. We picked up speed. I concentrated on the road. It seemed to wind every which way. I hit the brakes again, but nothing happened. “There’s no brakes.”
 
   “Good,” Sucrets said. “You keep driving. Here’s where I get off.” He opened the passenger door and a blast of cold air hit us. He threw me a wicked grin, and then he was gone. The door swung out, then back. It latched with a loud click.
 
   I looked in the rearview mirror. Sucrets had rolled to a stop on the side of the road. The last I saw of him, he was standing up and brushing himself off. Then I careened around a bend in the road and lost sight of him. The 4-Runner slid and I instinctively hit the brakes again. And, of course, nothing happened.
 
   The road zigged and zagged. And the 4-Runner careened along helplessly. They needn’t have disabled the brakes. The road was icy enough as it was and I was having plenty of trouble steering.
 
   “What’s with this road?” I slurred to myself. “It won’t stay straight.”
 
   The car continued to pick up speed, and I couldn’t stop it. A grove of tall, leafless aspen trees loomed on the left side of the road, dark skeletons against the white snowy backdrop. I couldn’t control the 4-Runner. Was this going to be it for me? I wasn’t even forty. I didn’t have kids. I hadn’t written a bestselling novel about my detecting adventures.
 
   As the snow flew past, I thought about my girlfriend, Willie. Our relationship was solid. I’d asked her to move in and it was working out. The condo sometimes seemed a bit small, but waking up with her by my side each morning made up for that. And just this past summer she’d met my parents for the first time and it had gone well. Which was saying something, considering my mother. She could really be a challenge. But the two were practically best friends. Okay, that was an exaggeration, but they seemed to enjoy each other’s company. I could picture a future with Willie in my life permanently. And that didn’t mean because she was putting flowers on my tombstone once a year.
 
   And my poor mother. If I died like this, driving drunk – even though “coerced drunkenness” fell into the “technically it wasn’t my fault” category – she would be mortified…after she got over her grief. The way I died would feed into one of her worst fears, that I was doing drugs. It was an argument I’d lose, and not just because I wouldn’t be able to talk to her from beyond the grave. She never believed me, anyway.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not ready to die!” I said loudly.
 
   With that, I concentrated hard on driving. I took in a deep breath, then regretted it as the sudden influx of oxygen made me lightheaded. I gripped the wheel harder and stared at the road. I was having trouble figuring out exactly where it was because of all the snow. Suddenly I saw tire tracks that veered to the left.
 
   Go that way, I thought and whipped the wheel around counterclockwise.
 
   The 4-Runner crossed into the oncoming traffic lane, not that you could see the lane.
 
   “Overcorrection!” I yelled as the 4-Runner slid toward the other side of the road.
 
   I spun the wheel in the opposite direction, expecting the car to come out of its skid. Instead, it kept going. I braced myself as the car plowed off the road and down a ditch. The 4-Runner slammed into a tree with a sickening crunch of metal. I pitched forward and the airbag suddenly deployed, slamming me squarely in the face.
 
   “Ow!” I groaned. I pushed myself back. “Oh man! This was a brand new car.” Then I promptly passed out.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Hey buddy.”
 
   Wait, who was that? I tried to speak, but my mouth felt like it was crammed with cotton balls.
 
   Someone touched my shoulder.
 
   “Whew. Smells like he’s had a little too much to drink,” another nasally voice said.
 
   I pried my eyes open and saw something white that was stuck to my face. I moved a bit, pushing fabric out of the way, then saw the 4-Runner dashboard. What? Images flashed in my mind like a movie. I’d been driving in a snowstorm. I’d crashed and the airbag had deployed. But where the hell was I? I turned my head to the left. A man with a square face and steel jaw leaned on the open car door and peered down on me. He had on the green-shirt-and-tan-pants uniform of the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Department. His heavy overcoat hung open and snow was on his hat. His nameplate said Blankenship.
 
   “Where am I?” I asked, my voice thick. My nose hurt like hell.
 
   “On Golden Gate Canyon Road, west of Golden,” he replied.
 
   “How much have you had to drink?” It was that other voice, the one that belonged to Blankenship’s partner. He stood looking over Blankenship’s shoulder. He was wiry with a wrinkled brow and glasses perched on a thin nose. He reminded me of a history professor I’d had at Harvard.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. My right temple ached and something warm oozed into my eye.
 
   “Hey,” Blankenship said. “Look at that face, all bruised and bloody.” He shook his head. “That’s what an airbag can do.”
 
   “It wasn’t the airbag,” I mumbled.
 
   “Who knows what kind of injuries he’s got,” the professorial one said. “Better leave him there, wait until the paramedics arrive.”
 
   “I’m okay,” I protested. To prove it, I swung my legs out of the car and proceeded to stand up. Then I promptly toppled over into Blankenship.
 
   “Yeah, you’re okay.” He propped me back up against the 4-Runner and pressed a hand to my shoulder to keep me upright. “Help is on the way.”
 
   “Not very smart to drink and drive,” the professorial one said, one hand on his gun. “And in a snowstorm. Brilliant.”
 
   “Officer…” I peered closely at him. “What is your name?”
 
   “Ingle.”
 
   “Officer Ingle, I…” I shook my head, trying to gather my thoughts. “They made me drink.”
 
   Ingle shook his head. “Figures. Always blame someone else.”
 
   “It’s true,” I went on. “There were two of them. They opened my mouth and poured whiskey down my throat.” I passed a hand over my shirt. It was wet and reeked of alcohol. “See, I tried to fight them off and they spilled it on me.”
 
   Ingle exchanged a glance with Blankenship. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “It’s true,” I said, gathering up all the self-righteousness I could.
 
   I stared at them, attempting to be cool, but by the looks on their faces, I could tell I wasn’t succeeding. I glanced around. A few inches of snow covered the road and ground, and our breath created little fog clouds. I shivered. Sirens sounded from afar.
 
   “Here comes your ride,” Blankenship said. “We’ll take you to the ER, get you patched up, and take a blood sample. Although I can tell right now that you’re going to get a DUI.”
 
   I waved my hand in protest and the movement caused my stomach to roil. I bent over and wretched. So unlike my cinematic inspiration, Humphrey Bogart. I’m sure he never ralphed on his shoes.
 
   “Hey!” Blankenship backpedaled away from me.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, then dropped to my knees.
 
   The sirens grew louder, and a moment later an ambulance pulled up and stopped behind the 4-Runner. Doors opened and slammed shut. A couple of paramedics approached, half-rolling, half-dragging a stretcher through the snow.
 
   “What do we have here?” asked one of them, a tall woman with angular features and auburn hair pulled into a ponytail.
 
   “Guy’s drunk and decided to plow his car off the road,” Blankenship said.
 
   The paramedics stopped a few feet from me and the woman came over, bent down and started peppering me with questions: what’s your name, what happened, and so on. I was feeling woozy again and, based on the looks she gave me, I’m sure my answers made little sense. They took my pulse and blood pressure, pressed something on my bloody nose, then got me situated on the stretcher. I laid back, stared up into the gray sky and watched snowflakes drop down on me. The stretcher started to move and I closed my eyes. Somewhere in the background I heard the woman talking to Blankenship. Then I blacked out again.
 
   ***
 
   The next thing I remember was lying on a different stretcher in the hospital. The chaotic sounds of the emergency room pummeled through the thin curtain that had been drawn around my bed for “privacy”. Yeah, right. Couldn’t they keep the noise down? Machines beeped, equipment rolled across the tiled floor, and voices chattered in staccato manner. A clock over on the wall read 1:43. A.M. or P.M? I thought. And what happened?
 
   I still felt drunk and wobbly, and my head pounded. I touched my left temple where a bandage covered a wound. I winced as I felt the stitches underneath the bandage. My swollen nose ached. I sighed. I was in no mood for this. I sat up and immediately regretted it. I took deep breaths and waited for the nausea to pass. The room reeked of medicinal smells and whiskey, which didn’t help. Then I noticed there were bags over my hands. What?
 
   “Hello?” I called out after a moment.
 
   The curtain pulled back and Blankenship stepped into my little area.
 
   “How’re you feeling?”
 
   “Peachy,” I said. I pointed a bagged hand at the clock. “Is that morning or afternoon?”
 
   “Technically morning, but it’s the middle of the night.”
 
   “When can I get out of here?”
 
   He held up a hand. “Not so fast. I’ve got to do a blood test, and I’ve got a Detective Spillman who wants to talk to you.”
 
   My stomach flipped. “Did I kill someone on the road?”
 
   “No, luckily it was just you.”
 
   “Then what does she care about a DUI?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just got word to keep you here until she arrived.”
 
   “Great,” I muttered. “What’s with the bags?”
 
   He shrugged again and left the room.
 
   A few minutes later, a nurse came in, stuck a needle in a vein and filled a vial with my blood. I could’ve refused, but that was considered an admission of guilt. Hell, I was guilty. I was going to have to battle this one to prove extenuating circumstances.
 
   “Now what?” I asked after she was gone.
 
   “Sit back and wait.” With that, Blankenship left.
 
   I did as instructed. Beyond the curtain, I heard him talking to someone, and then I recognized Ingle’s nasally voice.
 
   A long time later, the click-click of heels on tile drew near. The curtain jerked back to reveal Detective Sarah Spillman of the Denver Police Department. I’d run into her on some past cases, and her being here couldn’t be good for me.
 
   “Since when do homicide detectives care about a DUI?” I slurred. “Especially out of jurisdiction?”
 
   Ever the professional, Spillman wore a dark skirt, pink silk blouse, and heels that added a few inches to her already tall frame. She frowned at me as she tapped a folded piece of paper on her palm. “They don’t.”
 
   I didn’t like her dark aura. “Did I interrupt a date?” I asked, hoping to lighten the mood.
 
   “Geez, how much have you had to drink?” She waved a hand in front of her face.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said peevishly.
 
   The curtain moved again and Willie rushed in. She had a pair of my sweats in her hand.
 
   “Reed! What happened? Oh, your face!”
 
   “How did you get here?” I asked, stunned.
 
   “The cops called me.” She came over and lightly touched my cheek.
 
   I flinched. “What? When did they call you?” I had no recollection of giving them her number.
 
   “A while ago. They said you were drunk and ran your car off the road.”
 
   “It wasn’t quite like that,” I said.
 
   She held up the sweats. “I figured you might need these.”
 
   “Thanks.” I took them from her. 
 
   “What was it like?” Spillman interjected.
 
   I turned to her. “What’s this all about? Why are you here?”
 
   “You want to tell me why I found your gun at a murder scene?”
 
   Willie gasped.
 
   “What? My gun? Who was killed?” I fired back. Then I realized why I had the bags on my hands. Gunshot residue.
 
   Spillman crossed her arms and contemplated me. “So it’s like that?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “You’re going to play dumb.”
 
   “I’m not playing dumb, I am,” I retorted, then grimaced when I realized what I’d just said. Spillman suppressed a grin. “You know what I mean.”
 
   Spillman’s gaze cut through me. She and I had a history, strictly professional, going back to the time when I’d had to rescue my friend and neighbor Deuce Smith. Normally I was able to handle her brusque manner, but right now I wasn’t firing on all cylinders.
 
   I held up my hands. “You know me well enough to know that I wouldn’t kill anyone.”
 
   Her eyebrows went up. “Do I?”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?” Willie reiterated my question. “Instead of keeping us in the dark.”
 
   Spillman ignored her, which couldn’t have made Willie happy. “Where were you at about eight last night?”
 
   I thought for a second. “I don’t know.”
 
   Spillman glared at me. “You’re not helping.”
 
   “I don’t remember!” I said. Which was true. My mind was mostly blank. “I was in Black Hawk yesterday around five…and…then I was driving down a snowy road. I must’ve crashed because Blankenship and his partner showed up, and then I woke up here.”
 
   “You were in a blackout?” Willie asked.
 
   “I guess,” I said.
 
   “That’s it?” Spillman said incredulously.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Um, Detective Spillman,” Willie murmured out of the side of her mouth, “he’s drunk.”
 
   Spillman let out a huge sigh. “You’re right, this isn’t getting us anywhere,” she said. She handed over the paper she had in her hand. “I’ve got a warrant to take samples for gunshot residue on your hands and to take your clothes for testing.”
 
   I stared at her, shocked. She held up the paper and I read it, but it wasn’t registering. “Fine,” I said, pushing the paper away with a bagged hand.
 
   A police technician came in, removed the bags and swabbed my hands and fingers. Then I had to undress and hand over my shoes, jeans and shirt. “That’s my blood,” I said, indicating the spots on my shirt.
 
   “We’ll find out,” Spillman said as she placed it all in a brown paper bag. She gave that to the tech, who quietly left. Then she placed her hands on her hips. “So, this is how it’s going to go. You will come down to the station tomorrow at ten for an interview. At this point, no charges are being filed, but if you want a lawyer, that’s your choice. Got it?”
 
   “Sure,” I said as I stood in my underwear, all fight gone.
 
   “I’ll make sure he’s there,” Willie piped up.
 
   “Good.” With that, Spillman spun around and left, leaving an uncomfortable wake behind.
 
   “Wait! Who was killed?” I said uneasily.
 
   Willie stared at me. “You don’t know? Or are you trying to cover up something?”
 
   “I don’t remember,” I said for the umpteenth time.
 
   She gave me a long look, then leaned forward and kissed me. “I believe you, hon.”
 
   I pulled her close, putting my head on her shoulder. “Can we go home? I feel like crap.”
 
   She pulled away and gestured at the clothes. “Get dressed and we’ll go.”
 
   My body ached and I needed Willie’s help to get into the sweats. She completed the paperwork for the hospital, expediting things because she was herself an emergency room admissions nurse and she knew some of the hospital staff. Soon we were on our way.
 
   I hoped that when my fog lifted, I would have the answers that Spillman wanted. Unfortunately, that was not the case.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   “So tell me what happened,” Willie said.
 
   It was the next morning, Tuesday, and Willie and I were sitting at the kitchen table. Correction, she was perched in a chair across from me in her robe, legs crossed, every bit the vixen that I’d grown to love. Even the frown on her face was cute. I, on the other hand, was slouched low in my chair, in a T-shirt and sweats, one hand propping up my head, the other hand clutching my coffee cup. Not only did my head throb, but a cut on my left temple had required a dozen stitches, both eyes were black from the airbag deploying in my face, and my jaw was so sore I could hardly move it.
 
   “I went to meet Noel Farrell at Black Hawk,” I began. “He asked me to meet him in the Ameristar Casino parking garage.” I closed my eyes and tried to picture what happened. “I remember looking around, and that’s the last thing I know until I was driving in that snowstorm.”
 
   “Where did you go drinking?”
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah, now I remember a bottle of whiskey in my face. Seems like I had a lot.”
 
   “No kidding,” she murmured.
 
   I glared at her, then finished my coffee. “I’m going to go take a shower,” I said as I pushed myself to my feet.
 
   “I’ll drive you to the station for your meeting with Spillman,” she offered.
 
   “I can drive my – oh, yeah. Where is the 4-Runner?”
 
   “They towed it last night. I’m not sure, but it might be totaled.”
 
   “It was brand new.” I groaned. I’d owned 4-Runners for as long as I could remember, and I’d recently had to get a new one when my old 4-Runner had burned to a crisp when someone blew up my garage. That was a strange case, but it had brought Willie and me closer together, so I couldn’t complain.
 
   “Yeah, sorry, hon.” Willie smiled over her coffee cup.
 
   “So you want that ride?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.” I stood and stared into space for a moment. I felt so confused. “It’s like the details are right there, just below the surface, but…”
 
   “You have a head injury and you drank too much,” Willie said. She came over to me and laid her hand on the side of my face. She stared into my eyes as if she were trying to figure me out. “Short-term memory loss. I’ll bet something will jar you and you’ll remember.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Her eyes scanned my face. “Boy, those bruises have turned a nice shade of purple-black.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m going for the boxer-after-a-fight look. Pretty sexy, huh? Like Robert Ryan in The Set-up.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   It’s a bad day when no one gets the film noir reference. “Never mind.” I put my cup in the sink and headed for the bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Willie said an hour later as she stopped in front of the police station. “You sure you don’t want me to come in?”
 
   I shook my head. “You’ll be bored. I’ll call you when I’m done.”
 
   I got out and shut the door, then waited as she drove off. A cold chill whirled about me as I walked into the station. I told the desk sergeant I had an appointment with Spillman and after he surveyed my battered appearance for a moment – no doubt wondering what this nefarious character wanted with her – he escorted me to a stark interview room that had nothing in it but a beat-up metal table, two chairs and what I presumed was a two-way mirror on one wall.
 
   What kind of trouble am I in? I thought as I pulled out the chair opposite the door and sat down. It was hot, the air was stale, and after a few minutes of waiting, I took off my winter coat. I didn’t feel good and by the time Spillman came in, I was downright surly.
 
   “Sorry I kept you waiting,” she said. She sat down across from me and slapped a legal pad down on the table. In her black slacks and a turquoise V-neck sweater, she looked a lot more comfortable than I felt.
 
   “I’ve got nothing better to do.” My sarcasm was clear.
 
   She gave me a hard look. “You look like hell, Ferguson.”
 
   “That’s good. I’d hate to look different from how I feel.”
 
   “Watch it,” she said slowly.
 
   “Fine.” I held out my hands. “You want to tell me what’s going on? Who’s dead?”
 
   “Noel Farrell.”
 
   I sat back in my chair and let the words sink in.
 
   “You know him,” she said.
 
   “Yes, well, sort of. I never actually met him.” My mind raced back to last night at the ER. “And my gun was found at the murder scene.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “It was used to kill him?”
 
   “I’m waiting on the ballistics report,” she said. “But it’s a pretty good guess it was.”
 
   “You know I had nothing to do with his death.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “Based on your history, that’s probably true. But things can change.”
 
   “Come on, Spillman, I only talked to Farrell on the phone.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   I took a moment to consider my situation. On the one hand, I knew I was innocent. Then again, I was having trouble remembering much past about five o’clock yesterday. I had no idea how my gun ended up at a crime scene, and I had no way of proving my innocence to Spillman. Maybe I should get a lawyer before I said more. But wouldn’t that be like admitting my guilt? It could complicate things in a way that would keep me from doing what I needed to do, namely to find out what was going on.
 
   “What did you talk to Farrell about?” she repeated.
 
   “He called me yesterday,” I said, then told her the same thing that I’d told Willie. “He said he was working on something that was really big, but he needed some help. I tried to brush him off, but he insisted, so I finally gave in. I remember being in the parking garage and…” In my mind, I saw someone approaching me. “I think maybe Farrell was there, but I don’t know if I talked to him. Someone must’ve conked me on the head because the next thing I remember is those deputies talking to me.”
 
   “Why would a two-bit P.I. call you for help?” It was her turn to be sarcastic. But it was a good question, one that I’d been asking myself since I’d gotten into this mess.
 
   “He didn’t say,” I said.
 
   “And you just decided to go meet him?”
 
   I shrugged. “I wasn’t doing anything else.”
 
   She stared at me pensively, then glanced at the legal pad. “What about the two men forcing you to drink?”
 
   “Wha –” It suddenly came back to me. I’d completely blanked on that part of the story. “That’s right! After I got knocked out, I woke up tied to a chair. There were two men. One of them asked me about Farrell and when I told him I didn’t know anything, he beat me up. Then they forced me to drink a bunch of whiskey and made me drive down that road.”
 
   “Why did they do that?”
 
   “To kill me but make it look like an accident, I guess.”
 
   “It didn’t work.”
 
   Did I detect disappointment in her tone?
 
   “Why would they want to kill you?” she asked.
 
   “That’s the big mystery. I don’t know who they were or what they wanted, or what their connection to Farrell is.”
 
   “This…” she paused, searching for the right word, “assault…where did that occur?”
 
   “How the hell should I know?” I snapped. “They had me blindfolded. I didn’t see anything until they put me in the 4-Runner. They untied my hands and of course I pulled the blindfold off.”
 
   “They didn’t find any blindfold in the 4-Runner.”
 
   “I guess that guy took it.”
 
   “So you got a look at these two guys then?”
 
   “They wore ski masks.” I felt my face getting hot. My story didn’t sound plausible, even to me. And by the look on her face, I could see she wasn’t buying it either.
 
   “What can you tell me about these men?” she asked.
 
   “The one was about my height and had a high-pitched voice. The other one was big, like a bodybuilder. He had a deep voice,” I said.  “And he had a cold.”
 
   “Ferguson, quit kidding around.”
 
   “I’m not,” I said. “He coughed and snorted a lot, and when he got close to me, I smelled cough drops on his breath.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Oh yeah? What flavor? Mint? Cherry? Maybe lemon?” I shrugged. She sighed. “I’m looking for a guy with a high-pitched voice and a big man with a cold.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And in a few days, the guy who coughed a lot will get over his cold and I won’t have a clue who he is.”
 
   “They say colds last about two weeks, so I guess you’ve got a little time.” She was not amused. “Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
   “You have no idea how these two guys are connected to Farrell?”
 
   “None,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me what happened to Farrell?” She sat looking at me, but didn’t answer. “Come on,” I said. “You know I didn’t have anything to do with his death.”
 
   She leaned forward. “I can tell you this. Noel Farrell was shot in his home. At around six o’clock, the neighbors next door thought they heard a commotion, and when they looked out their window, they saw someone about your size running across his front yard. There’ve been some break-ins in the neighborhood, so they went next door to check on Farrell. The front door was open so the husband called 911. When the police arrived, they found Farrell dead in his living room, shot in the head. A Glock was found nearby. We checked the registration and found that the gun belongs to you. Now how do you suppose it got there?” More sarcasm.
 
   “I took my gun with me when I went to meet Farrell, but I have no idea how it came to be at the crime scene.” And I couldn’t believe I’d just told her that the guy with the high-pitched voice was about my height. Way to walk into that one, Reed, I thought.
 
   “So you last had your gun at the casino?”
 
   “Yes. Since you found it at Farrell’s, I guess those thugs stole it from me. Or it magically teleported there.”
 
   She sat back and threw up her hands, exasperated. “Ferguson…”
 
   “I’m telling you everything I know,” I said. “Look, Willie knows I left my place around four o’clock. I have a parking ticket from the Ameristar Casino Hotel, stamped just before five. You think I made it up to Black Hawk to get that ticket, then drove back down to Denver and killed Farrell around six, drove back out to Golden Gate Canyon, drank a bunch of whiskey and then crashed my car in order to make it look like I wasn’t at the murder scene? Wouldn’t there be an easier and safer alibi I could create?”
 
   She tapped a finger on the legal pad, but her eyes stayed locked on mine. “Here’s the problem,” she finally said. “I’ve got your gun at the scene, and I have a calendar in Farrell’s office that shows an appointment to meet with you in Black Hawk, and I have his cell phone records showing a call to you at three-thirty yesterday.”
 
   “See, he did call me! It’s just like I said.”
 
   “Yes, but I have no idea what you talked about, or if you saw him in Black Hawk or not.”
 
   I grimaced. “Yeah, I see your point. Hey, what about the gunshot residue tests? That would prove I didn’t fire the Glock, right?”
 
   “I won’t have those results until tomorrow.”
 
   “And then you’ll know I’m innocent.”
 
   “You could’ve cleaned your hands.”
 
   “Not that good,” I protested. “For the last time, I don’t know what Farrell wanted, and I have no idea how my gun came to be at the crime scene.”
 
   “And those thugs killed Farrell.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I. Don’t. Know.” My patience was wearing thin.
 
   She looped around and asked the same questions again, but worded slightly differently, hoping that if I were lying, I’d get tripped up. Finally, she seemed satisfied, either that I was telling the truth or that I was a great liar.
 
   “All right, I’m going to let you go for now. I wouldn’t do anything stupid if I were you.”
 
   “No worries there,” I said, grateful the interrogation was over. My stomach gurgled from coffee and stress, and I thought I might be sick. Then I remembered throwing up on Blankenship’s shoes. Oh, could this get any worse?
 
   I stood up, put on my coat and followed Spillman to the main entrance. “We’ll be in touch,” she said cryptically as she held the door for me.
 
   I walked outside and stood for a moment, letting the cold clear my brain. Then I pulled out my cell phone to call Willie. One thing was certain. I had to find out as much as I could about Noel Farrell, and I had to do it fast. It was the only thing that might help me clear my name.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   After Willie picked me up, we stopped at a Subway for lunch and then dropped by a rental car agency, where I got an all-wheel drive Subaru Forester. Then I followed her back to the condo. She was a nurse at nearby St. Joseph’s hospital and she had to work the swing shift. So while she got ready, I worked for a while in my home office.
 
   My office is an ode to my love of film noir and detective fiction. On one wall hangs framed movie posters from The Big Sleep, starring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, and The Maltese Falcon, one of Bogie’s most famous movies. A former client had given me the latter poster after I’d found his brother’s murderer. Another wall has floor-to-ceiling bookshelves full of film noir and detective movies and Alfred Hitchcock DVDs, as well as rare first-edition detective novels. And a glass case in the corner holds my most prized possessions: A first edition of A Study in Scarlet, by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and a first edition of Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye. My office is my sanctuary and I love it.
 
   “So,” I said, “it’s time to find out about you, Noel Farrell.”
 
   I logged onto the internet and typed his name into the search engine. The website Farrellpi.com came up first in the results, so I clicked on it. The banner at the top of the page said Farrell Investigations, with a phone number to the right, and below that was a picture of Noel Farrell. I’d had no idea what he looked like until now. He looked to be in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair slicked back, brown eyes and a big nose. I thought back to the parking garage and the man approaching me. If I could trust my memory, then that man was Farrell, but I still couldn’t remember if I’d talked to him.
 
   I looked over the rest of the page. It was cheesy and amateurish. A few pages were dedicated to services for cheating spouses, process serving, judgment collection, nanny background checks and more. My best friend, Cal Whitmore, was a computer whiz and he’d recently set up a website for me, and it was so much more professional-looking than Farrell’s. Most of my business came from word-of-mouth, but having a web presence made me look more professional, or so I’d been told. I didn’t get many calls from the website, but so far that hadn’t meant I was without work. Out of curiosity, I clicked on a page labeled “rates”.
 
   “Damn, I should be charging more,” I muttered.
 
   I poked around the site a bit more. Farrell Investigations boasted “a team of investigators who up critical information no one else can get their hands on.” Not very catchy, I thought. But if there were other operatives, maybe one of them knew why Farrell wanted to talk to me.
 
   I picked up the phone and dialed the number listed. Four rings and then the call went to voicemail. “All of our operatives are currently in the field. Please leave a message and we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.”
 
   Something itched my subconscious. Where had I heard that message before? I snapped my fingers, then pulled out my cell phone and scrolled through the call history. I found Farrell’s number. Another fleeting memory fell into place. I’d called Farrell when I’d arrived at the garage because I wanted to know where he’d parked. But the number on my phone was different number than the one on his website. I dialed his cell phone and waited.
 
   “All of our operatives are currently in the field. Please leave a message and we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.”
 
   I ended the call and mulled that over. Farrell must’ve had the office phone forwarded to his cell. Was he a one-man show? Or did all the operatives have the same voicemail? I checked the website and found that Farrell Investigations was located at 3rd and Broadway, just south of downtown Denver. Looked like that would be my next stop.
 
   “But one thing first,” I said out loud. I put my office phone on speaker and dialed a number.
 
   “O Great Detective, what can I do for you?” This had become my best friend Cal’s standard greeting.
 
   “How’s your day going?”
 
   “Not bad,” he said. “I’m working with a nasty virus that attacked one of my client’s systems.”
 
   Cal and I had been friends since we were kids, and he’s my sidekick, Doctor Watson to my Sherlock Holmes. Besides being an IT whiz who specializes in computer viruses and virus protection, his IQ is off the charts. He seems to know everything about everything, and yet he has little common sense. He’s the smartest person I know, and the quirkiest. He rarely ventures from his house in the foothills west of Denver and he lives on the fringes of the law. But with his expertise, he could get his hands on information that would take me hours, if not days, to find.
 
   “Sounds fascinating,” I said.
 
   “Give me this over your work any day.”
 
   “Ha ha. Hey, can you do me a quick favor?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “A quick background check on a PI named Noel Farrell.”
 
   “Spell the last name.”
 
   I did and then heard a click-clack sound. I could picture his fingers flying over the keyboard.
 
   “He’s a private eye like you, huh?” Cal said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Only not as good looking.”
 
   “You’re too kind.”
 
   “Why do you want to know about him?”
 
   “He called me yesterday and asked for my help.”
 
   “And you want to know if he’s got any ghosts in his closet before you help.”
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   That stopped him cold. “What happened?”
 
   I told him about the last twenty-four hours. “Since I don’t fancy spending the rest of my life in prison for murder, I thought I’d better clear my name,” I concluded.
 
   “No kidding. What can I do to help?”
 
   “Other than what you’re doing now, I’m not sure. I’m clueless right now.”
 
   “Well,” he said slowly. “Noel Farrell wasn’t a saint. He was busted a couple of times for DUI, and he spent time in the clink for drunk-and-disorderly. He’s ex-military, back in the late ’70’s, honorable discharge. Hopped from job to job, looks like he worked at some security companies, and he was a bail bondsman for a while. You have no idea why he wanted to talk to you?”
 
   “None. He sounded so desperate, I finally gave in and agreed to meet him.”
 
   “What’s your next move?”
 
   “I’m going to check out his house and office, see if I can find what he was working on.”
 
   “That sounds harder than me finding his background information.”
 
   “You may be right.”
 
   Turns out his were prophetic words.
 
   I let him get back to work, and I went into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed.
 
   Willie came out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel. She gazed down at me. “You look really tired. How’re you feeling?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve got a bit of a headache, but I’m okay.”
 
   “You should take a nap.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What’s your plan?” 
 
   “I’m going by Farrell’s house and then to his office.” I eyed her legs, then let my eyes rove up to edge of the towel. “But I need to wait until it gets dark, so I have some time to kill.”
 
   She saw the look on my face. “I just got out of the shower.”
 
   “So?” I reached out and tugged on the towel. It dropped to the floor. Then she leaned down and kissed me, and we killed a little time.
 
   ***
 
   Later on, Willie left for work and I took her advice and took a short nap. Afterward, I looked up Noel Farrell’s address. He lived in a small house near Interstate 70 and Harlan Street, and I arrived there a little past four. I parked down the block and watched his house for a few minutes. Tan paint peeled from old siding, and a window to the right of the front door was broken. Yellow crime-scene tape criss-crossed the door. The street was quiet, so I got out and walked purposefully up the walk to the miniscule porch. I was about to try the knob and maybe break in with lock picks I had in my pocket when someone called out.
 
   “You looking for Noel?”
 
   I whirled around. A grizzled old man stood at the edge of Farrell’s yard, his hands on his hips. He looked surprised to see me, then he noticed my black eyes and stitches on my temple, and surprise changed to caution.
 
   “Uh, yes,” I said. Spillman had said something about the neighbors being wary because of some recent robberies, and she wasn’t kidding.
 
   “Noel’s dead.”
 
   I feigned shock as I stepped off the porch. “What happened?”
 
   “Someone shot him.” He clicked dentures around behind his lips. “Right in his living room. Terrible what this neighborhood’s coming to.”
 
   Something else popped into my head. Spillman had said someone about my size was seen leaving Farrell’s house around the time he was murdered. I hoped the neighbor didn’t mistake me for that guy and call the police.
 
   “You a friend of Noel?” the old man asked.
 
   “Acquaintance,” I said. “I wanted to talk to him.”
 
   I really wanted to get inside and look around to see if anything might explain why Farrell wanted to talk to me, but with the old man around, it didn’t look like that was going to happen.
 
   “Don’t think he had any family.” The old man worked the dentures some more, waiting for me to leave.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder. I wanted to ask more questions, but the old man was already suspicious, so I decided against that. I was chasing straws anyway, so it was probably best that I leave.
 
   “Okay, thanks.” I took the cue and walked back to my car.
 
   So far I hadn’t discovered anything, other than that there was a helluva neighborhood watch around Farrell’s house. I had to hope the same couldn’t be said about his office.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Noel Farrell’s office was located on South Broadway, in a tiny, nondescript house that was sandwiched between a liquor store and an antique store. The area was in the heart of Denver’s “Antique Row”, a number of blocks on Broadway known for a multitude of specialty shops that dealt exclusively in antiques. I was familiar with this particular block because one of my favorite stores, Classic Hollywood Memorabilia, was on the other side of the antique store next to Farrell’s office. I would much rather have been browsing through old posters, props and autographed pictures than casing Farrell’s office, but I also desperately needed to find Farrell’s killer.
 
   It was after five o’clock and most of the stores were closed, and few cars were parked on Broadway. I pulled to the curb across the street from Farrell Investigations and surveyed the house. Two small windows, one on each side of the front door, were black. I continued to watch from across the street. Five minutes later, the blue neon “Open” sign on the antique store winked out and the lights shut off. A car stopped in front of the liquor store. A man in a business suit hopped out, went inside and came back out carrying a six-pack. He got back in his car and headed down the street. Traffic passed up and down Broadway, but the offices of Farrell Investigations stayed dark.
 
   I waited another ten minutes, but no one entered or exited Farrell’s office, so I made sure my lock pick set was still in my coat pocket, got out and locked the Subaru, and dashed across Broadway. I waited for a lull in traffic, then rushed up the short walk and onto the house’s small wood porch. I glanced around. Satisfied that no one was watching me, I took out the picks and set to work on the door. I’d learned this unique skill from Cal. He’d had to come down to Denver and help me break into a house on my second investigation – which took him way out of his comfort zone and put him in danger. After that, he decided that it would be in his best interest if I could pick my own locks. It ended up being a good skill to have, as I’d had to illegally enter more places than I cared to admit. But picking locks still wasn’t easy, and the old lock on this door proved difficult. I worked for thirty seconds with no luck. My hands grew cold and my breath came out in white puffs. Traffic noise nearby interrupted me so I stepped away from the door and ducked down behind the porch railing. Once the cars had passed, I tried the lock again. After a bit more frustration, it finally released.
 
   I eased the door open, slipped inside, pressed the door closed and locked it. I relished the sudden warmth as I pocketed the picks and stood in the dark and listened. The faint hum of cars passing on Broadway filtered through the cheap windows with closed curtains, but nothing else. The interior of the house was pitch black and smelled of stale smoke and bad cologne. I took out my flashlight, flicked it on, and panned it around. I was standing in a front room barely big enough for a love seat crammed against one wall. I spied a short hallway on the opposite side of the room. A quick check revealed a tiny bathroom at the end. Back in the main room, an open door directly across from the front entrance led to an inner office.
 
   In three steps I crossed to the office door and stepped inside. The set-up was similar to the office I used to have: a heavy oak desk with two wingback chairs across from it, a floor lamp sitting it one corner, and a battered metal file cabinet in the other corner. Only where I’d hung a poster of The Big Sleep on my office wall, he had a cheap painting of a mountain scene. Behind the desk was a large window that looked out on the alley, and a door in the corner exited there. 
 
   We all must’ve read the same detective manual, I thought wryly of the décor. And this certainly seems like a one-man shop, and Farrell was the sole “operative”. It was a good marketing technique – the website appearance of a big shop made some people think they were getting a better product. Except that meant no one else could provide me with information about Farrell.
 
   I stepped over to the desk. Besides a computer, monitor and printer, he had an old page-a-day calendar. An ashtray with a few butts in it and a half-full pack of cigarettes sat next to the calendar. I sat down and flipped through the calendar. As Spillman noted, Farrell had written down my name, “5 PM” next to it and “Ameristar Casino”. I turned back the days and saw various notations with times: Betsy L., J – Starbucks, Q.S. Nothing said, “Here’s the clue to clear your name, Reed.” I sat back, disappointed, and yet not surprised.
 
   I tried to open a drawer of the file cabinet, but it was locked. I stepped back to the desk and rummaged in the drawers. The middle one was cluttered with office supplies: notepads, paper clips, staples, pens, pencils and more. But no file cabinet key. I tried a side drawer that had stacks of empty folders in it. I pulled the stack out and noticed a small metal box underneath. I set the files on the desk, took out the box and opened it. In it was a cushion in the shape of a gun, but no gun. Did he have it on him when he was killed? If so, did he try to use it? Did any of that matter? I sighed as I pulled the box out of the drawer. Underneath, I found a small key.
 
   “Bingo,” I muttered.
 
   I went back to the file cabinet, inserted the key and popped the lock, then opened the top drawer. Farrell had alphabetized his cases, each one in a manila folder. I thumbed through them, but none of the names meant anything to me. On my second case, I’d spent time looking through a bunch of real estate files. It had been slow, boring process. I twisted up my lips, realizing I was going to have to do the same thing again.
 
   I pulled out the first folder and shined the flashlight on it. It was labeled “P. Allenbock”. Inside was a typed report detailing how Farrell had been hired by Phil Allenbock to investigate whether Phil’s wife, Jane, was cheating on him. Farrell had a day-by-day description of Jane’s activities, receipts of his expenditures, and pictures of Jane meeting a man in a suit at a Courtyard Marriott in south Denver. Turns out Phil’s suspicions were correct. I closed the file and put it back, feeling like a voyeur. After fifteen minutes, I’d gotten to ‘G’. Most of Farrell’s cases were cheating spouses or insurance scams, but he had the occasional missing person or legal investigation thrown in. Those were a little more interesting…but not much.
 
   I was about to take out another file when a noise stopped me. I flicked off the flashlight and took a step backward, gazing out toward the front door. The knob rattled loudly. I pocketed the flashlight, eased the file cabinet closed and started for the back door, but it was too late. The front door was swinging open. I glanced around frantically. There was only one place to hide. I dropped to my knees and crawled under the desk, folding myself into the small space. I prayed whoever it was wouldn’t turn the lights on, otherwise I’d be discovered.
 
   “Hurry up,” someone said.
 
   I tensed and my jaw immediately ached at the sound of that voice. The painful image of a fist hitting me flashed in my mind. Sucrets.
 
   “Take it easy, Gus, no one’s around.”
 
   I recognized that high-pitched voice as well. It was the other thug. So Sucrets is named Gus, I thought. I grimaced as a cramp started in my leg. Already?
 
   Gus coughed and sniffled. He was on the other side of the desk, moving toward me. I pulled my legs farther in and held my breath. A beam of light waved across the back window, then settled on the file cabinet. A dark silhouette came into view.
 
   “Oh good, he left the cabinet unlocked,” Gus said. He was facing the cabinet, so all I saw was his big legs and dark shoes.
 
   I’m so glad I took care of that for you, I thought. Or wouldn’t you be surprised when you came looking in the desk for the key.
 
   Gus opened the file cabinet and flicked through the files. “Trevor…Trevor…what the hell is his last name? Oh yeah, Welch, like the grape juice.”
 
   “Quit screwing around.”
 
   “I’m not.” Gus snatched a file from the drawer. “All right,” he said as he tucked it under his arm. “Let’s get out of here.” He turned around. “Mick, what the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Getting a cigarette. Farrell ain’t gonna need them anymore.”
 
   “Now who’s screwing around?” Gus snapped. “Come on, we gotta go.”
 
   “Hey, look here,” Mick said. Papers rustled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Farrell wrote his appointments in this calendar. Geez, ain’t the guy heard of a cell phone?”
 
   “Let me look at that,” Gus said. More rustling of paper.
 
   “I thought you said let’s go,” Mick growled. “We need to find this guy fast.”
 
   “Hold on.” Paper ripped. “We gotta to remove all traces of the guy, you idiot.” More ripping. “There. Now no one knows about Welch.”
 
   “Yeah, that’ll fool people.” The sarcasm was clear in Mick’s voice.
 
   Footsteps crossed the floor and the light faded as they exited the inner office. A moment later the front door opened and closed, and I was left in silence. I counted to five, then carefully extracted myself from the desk and rolled onto my knees. I grasped the edge of the desk and stood up slowly. My joints cracked loudly. I got out my flashlight and flipped through the calendar, curious about what pages Gus had ripped out. Then I went back to the file cabinet. As I stared at the files, I wondered if there was any way I could tell which file they took. And if I could, what would that tell me?
 
   The front door rattled again. I doused the light, silently cursing, and quickly decided I couldn’t take a chance on hiding under the desk again. I crossed to the back door, unlocked the deadbolt, then cracked it open and peeked out. A streetlight lit the back lot and alley in a soft glow. I glanced back. The front door was opening. I impulsively stepped to the desk, grabbed the calendar and shoved it in my coat pocket, then slipped out onto a small landing. I quietly shut the door, tiptoed down the stairs, then slipped on the last one. I landed hard on my ass and sharply jarred my elbow. “Ow!” I said. The landing shook.
 
   “What was that?” Gus’s muffled voice asked.
 
   I scrambled to my feet and ran. Twenty feet down the alley, I ducked around a Dumpster and barreled into an old man who was carrying a small trash can.
 
   “What the –” an accented voice said.
 
   “Henri!” I recognized Henri Benoit, the owner of Classic Hollywood Memorabilia. “Hide me!”
 
   Before he could answer, I dove through the back door to his store, hurried into his back office and peeked out the window. Gus was standing in the alley, looking toward the Dumpster.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Gus walked slowly down the alley. Henri continued to empty his trash can into the Dumpster. Gus coughed as he approached the Dumpster.
 
   “Oh, you startled me,” Henri said. The trash can hit the ground with a clatter.
 
   “Did you see someone come down the alley?” Gus asked.
 
   “No, it’s just me.”
 
   Gus stood for a moment, staring into the dark. Then he turned around and slowly walked back toward Farrell’s office. Henri watched until Gus disappeared, then stooped to pick up the trash can and limped back into the store. He locked the back door, came into the back room and looked at me. His eyes widened.
 
   “What happened to your face?”
 
   “Car accident,” I said.
 
   “Reed, what is this all about? You must be on a case, yes?” His eyes twinkled. “Why else would you be stealing down a dark alley?”
 
   “Guilty,” I said. I closed the blinds, then peeked out again. “I think he’s gone.”
 
   I rushed to the front of the store, sidled up to the front window and looked out. Gus was just getting into a dark full-size SUV. I squinted and made out part of the license plate before the car pulled out onto Broadway: KLX. I stepped away from the window and hurried back through the store.
 
   “He didn’t seem friendly.” Henri said when I returned. He was wearing dark pants and a wool sweater over a white button-down shirt, and he stuffed his hands into the sweater pockets. “It’s so cold right now. Or maybe I’m just an old man.” He took a seat and focused on me. “What is going on?”
 
   Henri gazed at me expectantly. Originally from Paris, Henri was a World War II veteran. At the age of fifteen, his leg had been injured in the Battle of France in the spring of 1940. He had been a well-known and respected antiques dealer in France, and had also become an expert in Hollywood memorabilia. He eventually moved to the U.S. years ago to further that interest. Henri loved anything related to the movies, but had a special appreciation for the Golden Age of Hollywood, the 1930’s and ’40’s. He was an avid collector and noted appraiser, and had turned his love of classic movies into a thriving business, buying and selling vintage posters, placards, props, autographs, and anything else related to the cinema.
 
   “I was at Noel Farrell’s,” I began as I rubbed my sore elbow.
 
   “What does one detective need with another?” He smiled. “Are you two working a big case?”
 
   I frowned. “He was murdered yesterday.”
 
   “Oh no!” Henri murmured something in French. “Terrible. What happened?”
 
   I explained the situation.
 
   “I have no doubt you are innocent,” he said when I finished. “And now you must clear your name, yes?”
 
   “Yep.” I appreciated Henri’s faith in me. “Unfortunately, I don’t have anything to go on. What I can’t figure out is why Farrell called me to meet him at the casino,” I said. “He could’ve called any detective. What’s the connection to me?”
 
   Henri blushed. “I’m afraid I’m to blame.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I see Mr. Farrell sometimes.” He gestured toward the back of the store. “In the alley when I take the trash to the Dumpster. He likes – liked – to smoke outside his back door. A few days ago, I saw him out there. I asked him if he was working on an exciting case.” He smiled. “I asked him that a lot. Sometimes he would tell me stories, usually about a cheating spouse. He seemed to like those cases. But this time he didn’t say much, almost like he was scared. Then he said he might need some help, so I mentioned that I had a detective friend and told him about you. Should I not have done that?”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “And that explains why he came looking for me. Did Farrell say anything else about the case he was working on?”
 
   Henri thought for a moment. “No, he just said that he wasn’t sure what some people might do. I asked him what he meant and he shook his head and said maybe he was in over his head. That’s all.”
 
   I went back to the window, parted the blinds and looked out again. “I don’t think they’ve come back.”
 
   “Oh, before you go, I have something you might like.” He got up and limped into the other room, returning with an old poster. His eyes sparkled. “Dark Passage.”
 
   “Oh, that’s nice,” I said. I had to keep from drooling over the poster. Bogie and Bacall together again. The story is about a man, Vincent Parry, who hides from the law while he tries to clear his name of murder. Hm, that seemed vaguely familiar, I thought.
 
   “You know what is notable about this film?” Henri asked.
 
   I nodded, but let Henri tell me about the movie anyway. 
 
   “Bogie’s character, Vincent Parry,” Henri began delightedly, “has plastic surgery to change his appearance, but in a unique feat of cinematography, we don’t see Parry’s face before his having surgery. They shot the pre-surgery scenes from Parry’s point of view.”
 
   Henri grinned delightedly. “Yes, or they placed the camera in such a way that we never see Parry’s face.”
 
   “It’s a great movie.”
 
   “I would like to sell it to you, eh, but I’m just the broker on this one. I’ve got a buyer in New York.”
 
   “Well, if the buyer changes his mind, you tell me.” I got up to go. “And if you think of anything Farrell said, even if it doesn’t seem important, give me a call, okay?”
 
   “Of course, Reed.”
 
   I walked outside with Henri, waited while he locked up, and strolled with him to his car.
 
   “Tell Evaline ‘hello’,” I said, as I pictured Henri’s sweet, lovely wife.
 
   “I will. And you take care of yourself.”
 
   He offered to drive me back to my car but I declined. A couple of years ago, Henri had been the victim of a violent attack that was tied to me. I didn’t want him in any danger again, so I insisted he go on. Once his car disappeared around the corner, I turned up my coat collar and traipsed down the alley and up a side street back to Broadway. I paused at the corner by the liquor store and peered out onto Broadway. I didn’t see any cars parked near Farrell Investigations. Even though Gus and his buddy Mick hadn’t seen me, I didn’t want to bring any attention to myself. Satisfied that they’d gone, I waited for a couple of cars to pass by, then ran across Broadway and got into the Subaru. I cranked the heat and drove off, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror. No one was following me. However, I didn’t rest easy. I had no doubt I’d be seeing Gus and Mick again.
 
   ***
 
   It was after seven when I got home. I needed to do some research on Trevor Welch, and Gus and Mick. However, my stomach had been grumbling the whole way home, so after I peeled off my coat and tossed it on a chair, I dashed into the kitchen. Willie was still at work so I fixed a turkey sandwich and got a Coke from the refrigerator. I took those, and the calendar I’d taken from Farrell’s desk, and went into my office. I sat down at my desk and ate part of the sandwich while I assessed my situation.
 
   I now knew that Farrell had called me because Henri had suggested my name, but I still didn’t know what Farrell had wanted to tell me. I also knew the file he had for someone named Trevor Welch was important enough for Gus and Mick to break into his office and steal, but I had no idea who Welch was or why Farrell was investigating him. And since Gus and Mick had Welch’s file, presumably with his address in it, how safe was Welch? He was also likely the link to Farrell’s death, so I needed to find him fast. But how?
 
   I gulped some soda, then logged into my computer and got onto the Internet. I went to a people search site and typed in “Trevor Welch” with “Denver, Colorado”. It came up with three results. One Trevor lived in Arvada. The site also listed a phone number, address, and people he knew: Joe Welch, P.L. Welch, B. Ladner and so on. The second Trevor lived in Littleton, and the third one lived in Westminster. But what if the Trevor Welch who Farrell was investigating had an unlisted number? I was screwed, that’s what. I stared at the screen. For now, I had to assume it was one of these that Farrell had a file for.
 
   I wondered if I could find more on the three of them, so I finished my sandwich, then typed “Trevor Welch” into the search engine and read through the results. There was a Trevor Welch who was an Irish sports broadcaster. Somehow I doubted that Farrell was investigating him. The images showed a couple of mug shots for a different Trevor Welch, but the website linked to the photos didn’t have any information about why this Trevor Welch had been arrested. Was this my guy? It might make sense since Farrell had a file on him. Then I noticed that the arrest record was for the State of Washington. Had Farrell traveled to Washington recently? I had no way of finding out, but I knew who could for me.
 
   I picked up the phone and called Cal.
 
   “What’s up, O Great Detective?” he said. “Sorry to rush you, but I’m kind of in a hurry.”
 
   “I’ll make it quick,” I said. “Can you run a check on Noel Farrell and see if he’s traveled to the State of Washington lately?”
 
   I barely had time to take a breath before he said, “That would be negative…and he didn’t book a bus or train trip either.”
 
   “How do you do that so fast?” I held up a hand, as if he could see it. “Wait, never mind. I don’t want to know.”
 
   He laughed, then grew serious. “What have you found out?”
 
   “A lot’s happened, but I haven’t found out much,” I said and told him about my eventful visit to Farrell Investigations and how Gus and Mick took the file for Trevor Welch. 
 
   “You don’t have a lot to go on, do you?” he said.
 
   “No. I might need a more detailed search on Trevor Welch, but since there are three of them in the Denver area, I’m not sure which one to have you check.”
 
   “Uh, yeah, narrowing down the possibilities would be helpful. And let me guess,” he added. “You’re thinking of visiting each one.”
 
   “The thought had crossed my mind.”
 
   “Won’t that be fun.”
 
   It was my turn to laugh as he hung up. Then I thought about what he’d said. I didn’t relish the thought of visiting each Trevor Welch to see if Farrell might’ve been investigating him.
 
   I continued with the search results. LinkedIn had over thirty profiles, so I scrolled through them. On page three, I finally found a profile for a Trevor Welch with a Denver location. Unfortunately that was all the profile had, and I didn’t know if “Denver” meant Denver or one of the suburbs. Trevor had no job history, experience, photo or anything else. Certainly nothing that said there was a reason he was being investigated. I could send this guy an email, but that would be tipping my hand, and since I didn’t know if this was the correct Trevor Welch, I decided to wait on that.
 
   I sat back and sighed. This was getting me nowhere. I stared at the vintage poster of The Maltese Falcon that hung on the wall. My cinematic hero, Humphrey Bogart, stared back at me. I longed to be as cool as Bogie. He never had to spin his wheels. It all just fell into place for him…or so it seemed.
 
   Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of any other way of figuring out which Trevor Welch was the one Farrell was investigating, and that meant only one thing. I grabbed my keys, left Willie a note and headed out the door.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   I decided to start on the north side of town, so I headed to Westminster, a suburb north of downtown Denver. This Trevor Welch lived off of 80th Avenue and Sheridan in a neighborhood of older ranch-style houses. I parked down the street and watched the house for a few minutes. A few lights were on, and a Ford Fiesta was parked in the driveway. The block was quiet. I didn’t relish getting out in the cold, but I finally forced myself to. I zipped up my coat, scrunched my neck into my collar and shoved my hands deep in my pockets. It didn’t help. By the time I neared Welch’s house, I was freezing.
 
   I stopped at the edge of his property and looked toward the house. Through a large living room window, I saw someone sitting on a couch, watching TV. I crouched down and stole up to the Fiesta, then peeked around it. Bushes blocked my view so I crept over to them, hoping there weren’t motion-sensor lights around. I was in luck as the driveway stayed dark. I peeked over the bushes where I had a clearer view inside the window. A man sat on one end of the couch, a beer in his hand. A moment later, a woman came in from another room and sprawled down next to him. A dog scampered in and curled up on the floor near them.
 
   A noisemaker, I thought, as I stared at the dog. I quickly made my way back to the street. As I got back in the car and turned on the heat, I concluded that this wasn’t the Trevor Welch that Gus was looking for. Because if it was, Gus and Mick were idiots because this guy was hiding in plain sight.
 
   I sighed as I whipped a U-turn and headed for the house of the next Trevor Welch, who lived in Arvada, about eight miles southwest of Westminster. I’d just warmed up again when I pulled onto a side street off Kipling.
 
   The second Trevor Welch lived in a neighborhood of townhomes near Kipling and 59th Place. As I drove down 59th, I passed a dark SUV that was parked near Trevor Welch’s townhouse. My heart did somersaults. I kept driving, but I glanced in the rearview mirror, staring at the license plate.
 
   “Damn,” I muttered. “Can’t make it out.”
 
   I gripped the wheel harder as I passed the townhome complex and then turned the corner. I circled around the block and turned off my headlights as I drove back onto 59th. I parked at the corner and reached for binoculars that I keep in the 4-Runner. As my hand closed on air, I realized my mistake. I was in the rental and I didn’t have any of my usual equipment in the car.
 
   “Damn,” I said more forcefully.
 
   I let out a huge sigh, then turned the dome light off and opened the car door. I eased the door closed, then skulked down past other cars parked along the street. When I neared the SUV, I got a look at the license plate. KLX – it matched!
 
   I watched the SUV closely, trying to see if Gus and Mick were in it. Then I studied the townhouses. Each building consisted of two units with split-rail fencing that divided the front yards. I glanced back at the SUV. Still no movement, so I sneaked between a couple of cars, raced across a yard and up to a tall aspen tree. That didn’t draw any attention so I hopped over the fence, passed a towering fir in Welch’s yard, crossed the driveway and headed around the side of the building. I tiptoed along the side to the back fence and peeked through an open gate that led to the backyard, then stopped short. Gus and Mick were standing on Trevor’s elevated back deck, staring at his back door. I pressed myself to the building and listened.
 
   “I’m telling you, we should break in,” Mick was saying in a low voice.
 
   “And how are we going to do that?” Gus snapped. “Break down the door?”
 
   “Why not?” Mick growled.
 
   “Because we’ll have the police here in about ten seconds,” Gus said.
 
   “We gotta find Trevor,” Mick said. “If we don’t, he’s going to blow the whole thing.”
 
   “You think I don’t know that?” Gus tried the doorknob, then stepped to the edge of the deck and stared into a window. “Where do you think he went?”
 
   “Let’s break in,” Mick repeated.
 
   Gus shook his head. “Let’s see what the boss says first.”
 
   They clomped down the stairs, not realizing how much noise they were making on the wooden steps. I glanced around, frantic to find a place to hide, then dove behind some bushes and froze.
 
   “Did you hear that?” Mick said.
 
   Through the branches I saw them standing near the gate, heads cocked, listening.
 
   Gus shrugged. “It’s nothing, but we better get out of here. We can’t afford to get caught.”
 
   They stalked through the gate and along the side of the house toward the street. I waited until they’d passed me and then I crept after them. I stopped at the corner of the house and peered around. They were walking down the sidewalk to the SUV. I waited until I heard the car start and then I ran in a crouch across Welch’s front yard and jumped over the fence. Unfortunately, my foot caught and I landed in a heap near the aspen tree. I’m sure that never happened to Bogie, I thought as I got to my knees. The SUV’s headlights came on and I flattened out on the cold hard ground. The SUV pulled into the street and passed by. I waited a moment, then ran across a driveway, into another front yard. I carefully climbed over the split-rail fence, then ran through another yard until I got to my car. I got in, started it and hit the gas, but kept my headlights off. Up ahead, the SUV was turning the corner. I drove slowly after it. It went around the block and turned left onto 58th Avenue. Right before I turned onto 58th, I flicked on my headlights but stayed back a good distance.
 
   The SUV turned right and stayed on Kipling until I got onto Interstate-70, then headed west on Highway 58, which goes through Golden. I had to be careful not to be seen because at this time of the night, traffic was light. I pulled up behind them at the second light on 93. The signal turned green and they turned made a left onto Golden Gate Canyon Road and I followed.
 
   We headed up through Golden Gate Canyon, which would eventually lead, in a roundabout way, to the gambling town of Black Hawk. Were they headed to the casinos? We were also near where I had crashed the 4-Runner. Were they going to wherever they had beaten me up the other night? After a few miles, the right turn signal on the SUV blinked. The SUV pulled onto the shoulder of the road and waited.
 
   I cursed, knowing I had to pass them or blow my cover. I drove on by, rounded a bend in the road and slowed down. Now what? A hundred feet farther I spotted another turnout and I pulled into it, dowsed the headlights and waited. With luck, they’d drive past and I could drop in behind them again. I’d have to be careful though, and leave my headlights off. It was risky but I didn’t know how else to follow them undetected.
 
   A moment later, headlights appeared in my rearview mirror. The SUV neared and I ducked down. It passed by and then screeched to a stop, red brake lights bright in the black. They’d made me!
 
   Without thinking, I flew out of the Subaru and slammed the door shut. I ran around the back end of the car and up into the trees. Behind me, I heard another car door slam and then shouts. I glanced over my shoulder. Gus was running down the road while the SUV backed up and came to a stop right in front of the Subaru.
 
   I crashed through the trees, barely able to see in the gloom. The icy night air burned my lungs and branches scraped my face as I ran up the hillside. I had a good head-start but I had no idea where to go. I came to a huge rock outcropping and I darted off to the right. CRACK!
 
   They’re shooting at me! I thought. A mix of fear and indignation coursed through me. How dare they shoot blindly!
 
   I leaped over a fallen tree and crouched down behind it. My breath came in ragged gasps, and blood thumped in my ears. I glanced over the log. Near the rock outcropping, I thought I saw a shadow moving. I held my breath.
 
   “Where’d he go?” Mick called out.
 
   “I don’t know.” A bulky specter put his hands on his hips, disgusted. Gus. “It’s too damn cold out here.”
 
   “Let’s go back to the car. He’ll have to come back for his car sometime.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They crashed back down the hillside, obviously not caring if I heard them. I started to breathe again, my gasps loud in the silence. They were right. It was freezing cold. And I couldn’t go back to my car. Now what?
 
   I listened for a minute but couldn’t hear them. But I didn’t trust that they weren’t out there, waiting for me to show myself. I slowly moved away from the log, stepping as carefully and quietly as I could. I walked parallel to the highway below, making my way away from the cars. Once I got a little distance between the cars and me, I pulled out my cell phone, but didn’t have reception. I cursed my misfortune and hiked back toward Golden. I started moving faster, but I paid for it when I tripped on a tree root and went sprawling. I landed hard and skidded on my palms. I tried to take a breath, but the air had been forced from my lungs. I finally groaned, got up gingerly and brushed myself off. My side ached but I didn’t have a choice, so I headed on. My toes went numb and I stopped for a moment to tap my feet, working feeling back into my extremities. Then I moved on, hoping I would never get into this kind of predicament again.
 
   That was wishful thinking.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   After I walked for a bit, I tried my phone again, and this time I got a signal. I thought about calling Willie but her shift didn’t end until eleven, and I didn’t want to worry her, so I nixed that idea. I picked the number of my downstairs neighbor and friend, Ace Smith. He lived with his brother Deuce, and I always thought of them as the Goofball Brothers. They weren’t the brightest bulbs in the chandelier, but they were fun, loyal, and I could always count on them. And I didn’t fear waking them because most likely they’d be playing pool at B 52’s, the neighborhood hangout. I dialed Ace, but he didn’t answer his cell phone, so I tried Deuce.
 
   “Hey, Reed, how are you?” Deuce asked cheerily.
 
   “Hey, buddy,” I said. Loud music blared in the background and I could hear pool balls cracking against each other. Yep, they were at B 52’s. “I’m in a jam. Can you come pick me up?”
 
   “Sure, Reed, where are you?”
 
   “I’m outside of Golden. I was following some guys and they turned the tables on me and ended up chasing me. They’re watching my car now so I’m stuck without wheels.”
 
   “You on another case?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Deuce. I’m on another case.” Why else would I be doing what I’d just described? “Hey, it’s cold out here, so can you come get me?” My teeth chattered. “I’ll be walking along Golden Gate Canyon Road toward Golden. Call me when you’re at the turn-off from 93.”
 
   “You’re outside?” He sounded incredulous.
 
   “Yes,” I said, striving for patience.
 
   “Why don’t you wait for us in your car? It’d be a lot warmer.”
 
   “If I use my car, I wouldn’t need a ride,” I said. Did I mention the Goofballs Brothers weren’t too sharp?
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   “Deuce?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Can you please hurry?”
 
   “Oh, sure. We’re on our way.”
 
   I ended the call and headed down the hillside to the highway, then struck out toward Golden. I guessed by now the temperature was below zero, and a slight breeze made it even colder. I walked at a brisk pace, but it did little to keep me warm. At this time of night, I figured it would take the Brothers about a half-hour to reach me, maybe a little more. I hoped I didn’t freeze to death before they arrived. Wouldn’t that make a headline. Detective freezes to death in bitter cold because he stupidly got caught following the bad guys.
 
   The occasional car passed me, but no one offered to stop. Not that I blamed them. At this time of night, the drivers didn’t know I was an ace detective who’d gotten into a pickle. Okay, maybe not so ‘ace’ right now. But a chance to warm up in a nicely heated vehicle would’ve been nice. I sighed, my breath a little cloud in front of my face. A while later, a muffled voice startled me. “People lose teeth talking like that. If you want to hang around, you'll be polite.” It was my ringtone, a sound bite from The Maltese Falcon, Bogie at his coolest. My numb hands fumbled to pull my cell phone from my pocket.
 
   “We just turned onto Golden Gate Canyon Road,” Deuce said when I answered.
 
   “I’m on the south side of the road.”
 
   “Hey, Bob was playing pool with us, and he offered to drive, so we’re in his truck.”
 
   Bob was the Ace and Deuce’s older brother. I hadn’t even known he existed until he moved from the East Coast back to Denver a few years ago to work as an EMT, but mostly, to help his brothers. A bright guy, he’d taken the best of the Smith gene pool in the first round, leaving his two younger brothers with the leftovers.
 
   I’d met Bob on my very first case and, ironically, he’d had to rescue me then too, driving east of Denver when I’d been unceremoniously dumped in a field by two pseudo-FBI agents who’d taken my cell phone. That time I’d had to walk to a gas station to call for help.
 
   “Bob’s with you? Great,” I muttered, embarrassed that he was privy to my folly yet again.
 
   A few minutes later, a Dodge truck came into view, its headlights a rescue beacon in the dark. I shielded my eyes at it slowed down near me. The driver’s window rolled down.
 
   “You look like you could use a ride,” a deep voice said.
 
   “Hey, Bob.” I hurried across the road. “Am I glad to see you!”
 
   He waved a hand at me. “Get in and warm up.”
 
   I trotted around the front of the truck and Deuce opened the passenger door. I climbed in and immediately put my hands in front of the vent. Hot air blew onto my hands and my fingers soon began to tingle. I made fists, ignoring the pain.
 
   “There’s only room for three of us,” Deuce said, explaining Ace’s absence.
 
   I managed a smile. “Good thinking.”
 
   “Do all detectives get left out in the cold, or just you?” Bob asked, with humor in his tone. He had the same soft gray eyes as Ace and Deuce, only his held a bit more wisdom than theirs.
 
   If I weren’t so cold, I’m sure my cheeks would’ve flushed with embarrassment. “Just me.”
 
   “I’m just kidding,” Bob said. “You’re the best detective I know.”
 
   “I’m the only detective you know.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask for anyone else.” He glanced over at me with a grateful look. I’d help get Deuce out of some trouble, and I knew Bob respected me, even if my style wasn’t always smooth. “Let’s get you home.”
 
   “Wait,” I said as I shivered. “Do you have a few extra minutes?”
 
   “Sure. What do you need?”
 
   “Can we drive down the road and see if someone’s still watching my car?”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   He hit the gas and we barreled down the road. A few minutes later, we slowed as we rounded the bend in the road and I spied my rental car. The SUV was parked in front of it.
 
   “They’re still there,” I said.
 
   “You want me to ram them?” Bob asked.
 
   I looked at him askance, surprised at his suggestion. Then I saw his sly expression and realized he was joking. I guess my brain hadn’t thawed out yet.
 
   The truck passed by the cars and Bob sped up. “I’ll go down a ways and turn around.” He hesitated, then said, “You don’t think they’ll be suspicious if they see the truck again, and follow us?”
 
   I shook my head. “I doubt they’ll notice, but we can stop and wait for another car and follow it, to throw them off.”
 
   “Good idea.” Bob pulled a U-turn and parked on the side of the road. A minute later, a Lexus shot past us. Bob got back on the road and caught up to it. The truck stayed close behind it when we passed the SUV and my rental. I watched the passenger door mirror, but no headlights appeared in it.
 
   “I think we’re okay,” I said, then relaxed for the first time in hours. The heat finally soaked into me and my teeth stopped chattering.
 
   ***
 
   It was after eleven when I got home. I thanked Deuce and Bob and plodded up the stairs to my place. The living room and kitchen were dark when I let myself in. I tiptoed down the hall to the bedroom, but I didn’t need to be quiet because Willie was tucked in bed, reading.
 
   “Not tired?” I asked as I came into the room.
 
   She closed the book and put it on the nightstand. “It’s pretty late for you to be out working, and I was a little worried.”
 
   “About moi?” I grinned.
 
   “Yes.” She held up a hand. “I know, you tell me I shouldn’t worry, but I can’t help it.” It was true. Her father had been a cop, and she’d told me one time how she always worried that when he left for work, that he might not return home. That same concern carried over to me and my chosen profession, although we seemed to be at a place in our relationship where she tolerated the worry.
 
   “I’m fine,” I reassured her.
 
   She studied me closely. “Want to tell me what happened?”
 
   I peeled off my clothes, hopped into the bed and snuggled next to her. “Keep me warm,” I murmured, then nuzzled her neck. I gave her a long and lingering kiss.
 
   “Oh, my,” she murmured as she turned to face me. “Again?”
 
   I did tell her about my evening…eventually.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   “I’ve got a problem,” I announced the next morning as Willie and I ate breakfast.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked, then took a bite of scrambled eggs.
 
   “I have the license plate for Gus’s SUV and I need to trace it and see if I can find out more about him.”
 
   “And you have another problem.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You have to get your car back first.” She grinned and ate some bacon.
 
   I groaned. “That, too.”
 
   “But back to your initial problem.” She raised an eyebrow. “You’ll trace the license plate?”
 
   It was my turn to smile. “Okay, Cal will trace it.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll thank you for giving him credit.”
 
   “Anyway,” I said. “Assuming Trevor Welch has a job, I also need to find out where that is, and if he’s been there recently, maybe talk to his coworkers to see if they can shed any light on what’s going on with him and why Farrell was investigating him. But I also need to see if he eventually returns to his house.”
 
   “You can’t be three places at once,” she observed wryly.
 
   “Exactly.” I finished off a biscuit, then sighed. “And before I can visit his work, I need to find where he works.” Her eyebrow inched up again and I held up a hand to stop her. “I know, Cal will do that, not me. But while he’s sitting safe and warm in his home office, I’ll be the one who’ll be traipsing about town trying to find Gus. Or watching Welch’s house. If I can figure out a way to clone myself.”
 
   “What about sending one of the Goofballs to watch Trevor’s house and I’ll go to his work?”
 
   I stared at her. “Really?” Willie had helped on my very first case, disguising herself and serving as a decoy so I could sneak my client out of a house. Willie had enjoyed that, but she had made it clear on my second case that surveillance was not an exciting part of detective work.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “But you think surveillance is boring.” And I had to give her that…it was.
 
   She pursed her lips and her eyes grew soft. “You cleared my name when the police thought I burned my house down, remember? I think I owe you one.”
 
   I nodded and thought about how our relationship had changed since then. Willie owns a Victorian house across the street that had been converted into three apartments, and she had lived in one unit and rented out the other two. A while back, I had indeed tracked down the person who had burned the building down and murdered one of her tenants in the process. Willie had lived with me since then, and even though her house had been repaired, we’d decided that she would stay with me. Subsequently, she’d rented out her unit. And although it was certainly different living with someone – learning to tidy up more, fighting over the remote – I thought it was working out fine. And for all the little sacrifices, I loved coming home to her.
 
   “Now it’s time for me to return the favor,” she said. “I’ve got the day off so I can go to Trevor Welch’s work. I can watch for him, and if the opportunity presents itself, I can go in and question his coworkers to see when he was around Besides, wouldn’t you rather have me do that than Ace or Deuce?”
 
   “Good Lord, can you see a Goofball Brother trying to get Welch’s coworkers to tell him where Welch is?” I laughed. “Actually, you’d be a big help.”
 
   “It’s settled, then.” She got up and cleared her dishes. “Let me get ready and I’ll head to his work.” She glanced at the clock on the microwave. “It’s nine now. Where does he work? Oh right, you have to ask Cal.”
 
   “I could figure it out,” I said defensively. “It’d just take me longer and I’d have to pay some online service for the information.”
 
   “I know, sweetie.” As she walked by me, she pecked me on the cheek, then put her arms around me and squeezed. “And time is what we don’t have.”
 
   “Not unless you want to visit me in jail.”
 
   “I might make a good prison wife,” she said.
 
   “But my mother would be mortified.” I stood up, put my dishes in the dishwasher, took my coffee cup and headed for my office.
 
   I sat down at my desk and called Cal.
 
   “Hey, how’s the great detective,” he said.
 
   “Do you have time for a couple of things?”
 
   “I was up all night finishing this project and I was about to crash for a while, but for you, sure.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “First, can you look up a license plate for me?”
 
   “Piece of cake.”
 
   I gave him the plate number and in a flash he had the information.
 
   “That vehicle is registered to U.S. International Realty,” he said. “And before you ask, let me see where they’re located.”
 
   I took a sip of coffee and waited.
 
   “It’s downtown, on 16th and Market,” he said. “Is this that Trevor Welch guy’s car?”
 
   “No, the car belongs to the thugs who beat me up. Or maybe they don’t own the car, but they were driving it last night.”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   I told him about my adventure outside of Golden.
 
   “You’re lucky you didn’t have to spend the night out in the woods,” he said when I finished.
 
   “You’re telling me,” I said. “It was freezing.”
 
   “Now you can track them down, but a word of advice, stay in your car this time.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Hey, while you’re checking on U.S. International, does a Gus or Mick work there?”
 
   A pause. “Doesn’t look like it. There’s just a couple of realtors listed.”
 
   “Hm,” I said.
 
   “And the second thing you needed?” he asked.
 
   “I do need information about Trevor Welch.”
 
   “Did you narrow it down to one individual?”
 
   “Yes.” I rattled off the address. “Can you find out where he works and anything else pertinent?”
 
   “Hang on.” The usual clatter of his fingers hitting the keyboard came through the phone. “He works in Broomfield at a place called TechVision.”
 
   “Great.” I wrote down the address. It was near Interstate 25 and Federal Boulevard.
 
   “It’ll take a little longer to do a thorough background check,” he said.
 
   “Why don’t you get some sleep and then do it?” I suggested. “Call me later with whatever you find.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   “Oh wait.”
 
   He sighed but it was mostly show; I could tell he wanted to help me clear my name. “What else?”
 
   “I don’t know what Welch looks like. Does he have a driver’s license? That would have a photo of him.”
 
   “Let me check.” More typing. “Yes. Let me just…” he paused. “Okay, I’m emailing you a picture now.”
 
   “Does he have a car registered?”
 
   “Hold on…yes, a Dodge truck. I’ll email the plate number, too.”
 
   “Awesome. I owe you.”
 
   “One of these days, I need to cash in your debt.” With that, he hung up.
 
   I laughed as I called Ace.
 
   “Hey, buddy, are you at home?”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t start my training until tomorrow.”
 
   “You got a job?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m working at Best Buy.” That’s the large electronics chain. “In the TV department.”
 
   “Good for you. I know you’ve had a hard time finding work.” And I had to admit, for all that Ace lacked in the intelligence department, he knew a lot about televisions, DVD players and home theaters.
 
   “Yeah, it’ll be nice to have money again,” he said.
 
   “I’ll bet,” I said. “I’m so happy for you. Anyway, could you do me a favor and give me a ride to my car?”
 
   “Oh yeah, Deuce and Bob told me what happened. They said you were really cold when they picked you up.”
 
   “I sure was,” I said.
 
   “And Bob said you might need a ride.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” My embarrassment was complete. “So…can you help?”
 
   “Sure, come on down.”
 
   “And I have another favor to ask, but I can explain on the way.”
 
   “Okay, come on down.” 
 
   “Give me ten minutes,” I said, then ended the call.
 
   I finished my coffee as I checked my email. Cal had sent one with an attachment. I opened it and suddenly Trevor Welch was staring back at me.
 
   The license said he was thirty-one, just a few years younger than I was, and he had curly dark hair and blue eyes…so much better than my boring hazel eyes. As I started at his face, I wondered what he’d done to get Gus and Mick on his trail.
 
   I printed out the picture, jotted down the license plate number, the description of his car and his office address, then went into the bedroom. Willie was dressed in jeans and a heavy sweater.
 
   “You want me to take you to get your car first?” she asked.
 
   “No, I’ll have Ace take me. That way, if Welch is working today, you’ll be there with plenty of time to see him if he goes to lunch.”
 
   “Did you find out where he works?”
 
   “Yes.” I handed her the piece of paper with his photo and the office address on it.
 
   “Broomfield, huh?” she said. “Okay, I should be able to get there around ten. I’ll see what the company is like and if I can find out anything about him.” She paused. “I wonder what the office building is like. If it’s a large place with a lot of entrances, I might miss him.”
 
   “If that’s the case, do what you can. If we’re lucky, you’ll be able to park someplace where you can see all the entrances, or you can sit inside and see his office. But make sure you don’t stay so long that you draw attention to yourself.”
 
   She shot me a droll look. “Is this what your job is all about?”
 
   “More often than not,” I said.
 
   She took a couple of steps toward me, swaying her hips seductively. “So, it’s not exciting like those film noir movies, huh? But I make a good femme fatale, right?”
 
   I eyed her heavy sweater that covered all her curves. “Uh…the femme fatale is usually cunning and duplicitous.”
 
   “But sexy.”
 
   “You are definitely that.”
 
   “Good answer, and thank you.” She gave me a lingering kiss, then headed out of the bedroom. “I’ll call you with an update once I get up there.”
 
   A moment later, the front door slammed shut. Getting Willie to help had been easy, even though she did not like the hazards inherent to my profession, nor the tedious parts. Now I needed to see if Ace would go watch Welch’s house. My best pair of binoculars was still in the 4-Runner, but I had another pair, so I grabbed them and some blankets and headed downstairs, even though I knew that convincing him would be harder.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   “Watch a house? That’s boring,” Ace said after I’d told him my proposal.
 
   I was sitting in the Goofball Brothers kitchen, waiting while Ace finished his breakfast, and I’d just explained how I wanted him to help me. He was in shorts and a sweatshirt, his feet bare. As he wolfed down Cocoa Puffs, he gazed at me skeptically.
 
   “Remember I helped you that other time I spied on a house? It was boring,” he repeated through a mouthful of cereal.
 
   I couldn’t argue. Ace and Deuce had helped me on my second case. That time, after Willie had refused to help, the Goofball Brothers watched a house that was for sale so I could follow other clues. They’d both let me know that surveillance lacked excitement. And, I admit, even if I hadn’t been chasing other leads, I hadn’t wanted to watch that house because…well, it was boring. But in this case, I truly didn’t have time to watch Welch’s house, so I’d have to appeal to Ace’s sense of compassion.
 
   “I’m in real trouble,” I said. “I have to clear my name or I’m going to end up in jail for murder.”
 
   His eyes widened. “They can’t do that…can they?”
 
   “I’d rather not find out. But I have too many places to go today, and I can’t do it all. I really need your help,” I pleaded. “I promise it won’t be dangerous.”
 
   “I’m not worried about danger.” He puffed his chest out. “Okay, I’ll do it. Let’s go.” He got up, threw his bowl in the sink, took his keys off the counter and headed for the back door.
 
   “Uh, Ace?”
 
   He whirled around. “Yeah?”
 
   “You might want to change your clothes. And dress warm, it’s cold out there.”
 
   He looked down at his shorts and bare feet. “Oh, right. I’ll wear my ski clothes.”
 
   “And I need to tell you where to go.”
 
   He blushed. “That would help, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” I hid my smile. I handed him the blankets and binoculars. “You can use these.”
 
   I wrote down the address while he changed into jeans. “Just sit outside and watch for a Dodge truck with this license plate, or this guy,” I said. He’d come back into the kitchen carrying heavy ski pants and boots. He slipped into the pants and pulled on his boots, and then I handed him the picture. “His name is Trevor Welch. If you see him, give me a call.”
 
   “You want me to follow him?”
 
   “No, I don’t want anything dangerous to happen.”
 
   “I can handle it,” he protested.
 
   I hesitated. “Tell you what, if you see him, call me and we’ll decide then.” Ace may not have been worried about putting himself in danger, but I was. Not only did I have to answer to his brother Bob, but his parents were friends with my parents, which meant that his mother would tell my mother if Ace got into trouble, and then I’d hear about it from my mother. I definitely did not want that. 
 
   “Okay.” He donned a heavy coat, hat and gloves, gave an awkward salute, then grinned as we headed out the door.
 
   The arctic cold remained, but for the moment the streets were clear of snow as Ace drove west of 6th Avenue. A half hour later, his Kia sedan turned onto Highway 70.
 
   “The rental should be up around the bend,” I said a few minutes later. “But if we see any cars waiting nearby, I want you to keep going.”
 
   “It might be those guys that were after you last night?” he asked, his voice slightly shaky.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay.” His eyes were fixed on the road.
 
   We rounded the bend and both breathed a sigh of relief when we spotted the Subaru still parked on the side of the road, but no other cars.
 
   “You think they’re waiting in the trees?” Ace asked.
 
   “I doubt it, it’s too cold.” Besides, neither Gus nor Mick seemed like the type to brave this weather. They’d want the warmth and comfort of their car.
 
   Ace pulled up behind the Subaru and I got out.
 
   I pointed at the binoculars and the blankets that I’d put in the back seat of his car. “When you’re watching Welch’s house, if it gets too cold, you can leave. I don’t want you getting sick.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” he said, a serious look on his face.
 
   “And remember, call me first if you see Welch or any other suspicious activity, okay?” I said. “Don’t do anything else.”
 
   “Right.” He saluted again. I shut the door and watched the truck do a U-turn and disappear around the bend.
 
   I got into the Subaru and headed back toward downtown Denver and U.S. International Realty, which was located in a red-brick building that faced the 16th Street Mall. I’d once had an office nearby, and I sometimes missed being close to the hustle and bustle of Denver’s pedestrian mall, but the rent was high and I wasn’t there much, so it hadn’t seemed worth the money anymore.
 
   A fine snow began to fall as I parked on Market Street. I got out, fed the meter and hurried through the cold to U.S. International Realty. One of my downfalls is that I can be impulsive, and I was proving that now, since I had no plan as I walked through the door. A plump woman at a desk that faced the front window smiled up at me.
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked. Even though she wore a heavy green sweater, she shivered at the gust of cold air that accompanied me.
 
   “I hope so,” I said as I glanced around. The office was decorated in earth tones, with posters of mansions in Italy, Aspen and Hawaii. They looked way too expensive for me. Even though I’d been a trust-fund baby, I’d lost some of that in a bad business deal, and I didn’t have money for the likes of those places. “Are you international realtors?”
 
   “We work locally as well, but we specialize in international properties.”
 
   “I’m interested in buying property in…” My mind was blank. Where? “Belize,” I finally said. “I read an article that there’s a large ex-pat population there, and I thought I’d explore my options.” I actually had read an article about Belize and it was the first place that popped into my head.
 
   “Yes, Belize is very popular right now,” she smiled. “I’m sure we can help, Mr…” She paused expectantly.
 
   “Spade, but call me Sam,” I said, using one of my favorite aliases.
 
   If the fictional name of Dashiell Hammett’s detective in The Maltese Falcon was familiar to her, she didn’t show it.
 
   “Sam, I’m Lois. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise,” I said.
 
   “So, do you have a price range in mind?” She was quickly all business.
 
   “A million.” Yeah, right.
 
   She perked up, seeing a huge commission coming her way. “Wonderful. That will buy you some very nice properties in Belize.”
 
   I’m sure it will, I thought.
 
   “I can pull up some listings and show you what’s available.”
 
   “That’ll be fine.”
 
   “Oh, pardon my manners. Can I get you a drink? Something warm?”
 
   “Coffee would be fine,” I said, even though I’d already had plenty of coffee this morning. “With a little cream.”
 
   She swiveled around in her chair, got up and disappeared into the back. I took the opportunity to look around more. Another desk in the corner and a little waiting area. Expensive furniture in a high-rent building. How were Gus and Mick associated with all this? It didn’t make sense.
 
   She returned with a coffee cup emblazoned with “U.S. International Realty”, complete with a world globe logo. “Here you go.”
 
   “Thanks.” I took a sip and was impressed. Better than Starbucks, but not as good as Willie’s.
 
   She sat back down, typed at the computer for a minute, then turned her monitor to me. “Here are a few properties that we have available.”
 
   I pretended to study them with great interest as I sipped my coffee, but I was really aghast at their opulence. Maybe I should’ve picked a lower number. A million could buy a lot in Belize.
 
   “This first one has numerous extras that you might like.”
 
   She was going over details of the first one when a man in a heavy wool coat, muffler, and black slacks flew through the door, more cold air following him in. He was carrying a large package.
 
   “It’s colder than an iceberg in Alaska,” he said as he shook off snow. Then he saw me. “Excuse me, Lois, but has that other package arrived?”
 
   “No,” she said. “Not yet.”
 
   He sighed. “I can’t keep up with everything since Fred’s been gone.” He stormed into the back.
 
   “I know,” she called after him. Then she smiled at me. “Sorry for the interruption.”
 
   “No problem,” I said. I assumed this man was the other realtor that Cal had mentioned. U.S. International Realty was a small shop, apparently.
 
   Lois resumed showing me the listing.
 
   “Do you ever drive people around to properties?” I asked, thinking maybe that’s why there was an SUV registered to this company.
 
   She looked at me askance. “To Belize?”
 
   “Uh, no, I meant if I was looking for something locally.”
 
   “Well, we could. Usually the agents take their cars and the clients follow separately.”
 
   “I see.” 
 
   “You’re thinking of buying here in Denver as well?”
 
   “Possibly,” I said.
 
   “In the same price range?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   As Lois droned on, my palms grew sweaty. This wasn’t getting me anywhere and it was wasting time. I didn’t see anything that would tell me about Gus or Mick, so I needed to make my escape. I decided to make a show of pretending my cell phone rang, but just as I pulled it from my pocket, it rang. Ten seconds later and I would’ve looked like a fool, talking into a phone that rang. I set down my cup and raised a finger at Lois as I got up and answered the phone.
 
   “Hey, it’s me,” Willie said. “I’ve got a little information.”
 
   “That’s great,” I said. “Can I call you right back?”
 
   “Sure.” She sounded deflated that I couldn’t talk right then.
 
   I ended the call and put a chagrined look on my face. “I’m afraid I need to take this call and it might take a while.”
 
   “I understand,” Lois said, disappointment spreading across her face. “How about we make an appointment for another time?”
 
   “I’m not sure when I can do that,” I said. “You have a card?”
 
   She gave me a business card and I assured her I would call, and then I made my escape. As I rushed out the door, I wondered about Gus and Mick. How were those two thugs tied to this company?
 
   Once outside, I started to redial Willie when I barreled into Detective Sarah Spillman.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   I almost dropped my cell phone. “Detective Spillman,” I said, once I’d shaken off my surprise.
 
   Her eyes shifted from my face to U.S. International Realty and back to me. “Thinking about leaving the country?”
 
   “Very funny,” I said, then stared hard at her. “You’re following me.”
 
   “You’re a suspect; of course we’re keeping tabs on you.” In her pea coat and jeans, and she looked pretty cold.
 
   I felt my face burning. “I see,” I murmured, then said, “If you’re following me, why didn’t you give me a ride last night?”
 
   “Huh?” she said, temporarily taken aback.
 
   So, I thought. She doesn’t know about me chasing Gus and Mick. That meant she hadn’t been keeping tabs on me yesterday. Doubly good, since I’d broken into Noel Farrell’s office.
 
   “Given the circumstances,” she continued, “wouldn't a good detective watch to see if he was being followed?”
 
   Now that was just harsh. “And since it’s one degree outside,” I threw back at her, “wouldn’t a detective on surveillance dress a little warmer?”
 
   “I’m not the only one watching you.” Her brown eyes narrowed. “You really should pay more attention.”
 
   “I have a lot on my mind,” I said, “like clearing my name.” I crossed my arms. “So what made you break surveillance protocol and reveal yourself?”
 
   “I need to talk to you,” she said.
 
   “Are you going to arrest me?” I shivered, and not because of the temperature.
 
   She pointed at the Starbucks on the corner. “How about a cup of coffee?”
 
   “I must not be a suspect if you’re buying me coffee,” I said.
 
   “I didn’t say I was buying,” she said as she stalked toward the Starbucks.
 
   Same old Spillman, I thought. Gruff. Impersonal. But underneath that, a hint of frustration and affection for yours truly. At least she wasn’t carting me off to jail, so that was a good sign.
 
   We left the cold and entered the Starbucks, endured a long line in an uncomfortable silence, and finally ordered. I love the Eggnog Latte so I had that; I’d worry about my caffeine limit another time. Spillman was a straight-black kind of woman. We took our drinks to a table in the corner, shrugged out of our coats and sat down. My cell phone rang with Bogie’s voice and I glanced at it. It was Willie but, based on the annoyed look on Spillman’s face, I didn’t dare take the call.
 
   “You wouldn’t be in such a conciliatory mood unless the gunshot residue tests had come back negative,” I said after letting her take a sip of her coffee.
 
   “Good guess.”
 
   “It wasn’t a guess. I'm innocent and you know it.”
 
   She threw me a hard look, but specifically didn’t comment on the GSR tests. “It doesn’t explain how your gun was used to kill Farrell.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m working on that.”
 
   “So you’re still a suspect,” she reiterated.
 
   “You don’t believe I killed him,” I snapped, then leaned in and lowered my voice. “What’s my motive? How could I be two places at once?”
 
   “There was time. Or you could’ve hired someone.”
 
   “You think I’d pay someone to off Farrell and then let the hired help use my gun?”
 
   The corners of her mouth twitched in the hint of a smile, and then it disappeared. “Tell me again what happened that night.”
 
   So I did, knowing she was trying to find what she might’ve missed, and to see if my story had changed. I was still a suspect, after all.
 
   “It all started when Noel Farrell called me,” I said, then repeated the entire story one more time. She drank her coffee while I talked, not interrupting me, and when I finished, she twisted her cup around on the table, but remained silent.
 
   “Why did Farrell contact you in the first place?” she finally asked.
 
   In all the surprise at being confronted by her, I’d completely forgotten about my conversation with Henri Benoit, so I told her about how Henri had told Farrell about me.
 
   “Interesting,” she said. “You’d never met Farrell before, maybe when you were visiting the shop?”
 
   I shook my head. “Never saw the guy.”
 
   “You really don’t remember anything more after you went to the casino?” she finally asked.
 
   “It’s all a blur after I got hit on the head.”
 
   “Let’s assume that whoever beat you up, got you drunk, and let you drive down Golden Gate Canyon was the same person who killed Farrell.”
 
   “That’s a safe bet.” I decided not to tell her about Gus and Mick because I didn’t know exactly how they were connected to all this, nor did I have a way of proving they were involved.
 
   “And that same person took your gun at that time and used it to kill Farrell.”
 
   “Again, I’d bet money on it.”
 
   My cell phone chirped, signaling I had a text. I was sure it was Willie, wondering why I a hadn’t called her back, but I ignored it again.
 
   Spillman continued twisting her cup. “Why frame you?”
 
   “If I knew that, don’t you think I’d tell you?”
 
   “You’ve held back information before.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with that. I’d kept information from her on a number of cases, but it was because I didn’t want to implicate Willie or my friends. That was noble, right? And yet, I wasn’t telling her about Gus and Mick. But I had my reasons.
 
   She leaned forward. “What were you doing at U.S. International Realty?”
 
   “I was asking about some property for a friend.” The lie sounded to me as smooth as fine whiskey.
 
   “Ferguson, I can’t help you if you’re not honest with me.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances,” I said. “What have you found out?”
 
   She stood up. “You know I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “Right,” I said, frustrated. “Because I’m a suspect.”
 
   “Yep.” She donned her coat, tossed her empty cup in a trash can and walked out, leaving me to contemplate our conversation.
 
   My cell phone rang again, interrupting my deliberations.
 
   “Reed, you were going to call me right back,” Willie said. “When you didn’t, I got worried. What happened?”
 
   “Sorry, I ran into Spillman.”
 
   “Oh no. Is everything okay?”
 
   “If still being a suspect is okay, then yeah, I’m dandy.”
 
   “I’m sorry, hon.”
 
   I sighed. “It’s okay. The good thing is the GSR tests came back negative.”
 
   “GSR?”
 
   “Gunshot residue.”
 
   “Then why are you still a suspect?”
 
   “Because they think I could’ve hired someone who could’ve used my gun to kill him.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that. But that seems so stupid. Why would you do that?”
 
   “That’s what I told Spillman. Anyway, what’d you find out?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   “Trevor hasn’t been to work in a while,” she said.
 
   “He’s disappeared?”
 
   “Well, not initially. He was on vacation last week and he was supposed to be back Monday, but he didn’t show up. No one can get hold of him.”
 
   “So what happened? Was vacation so good that Welch decided to ditch work altogether?”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said. “How did you find this out?”
 
   “I pretended to be Trevor’s on-again-off-again girlfriend,” she said, pride in her voice.
 
   “And that worked?”
 
   “Reed, when you confide in another woman that you’re having trouble with your man, that can open up all kinds of doors.”
 
   “Did you need to act like you were his girlfriend?”
 
   “Do I detect a hint of jealousy?”
 
   “Please,” I said, covering the fact that she was right. “I’m way better looking than him.”
 
   She laughed. “You are, and you don’t have anything to worry about. Anyway, I acted concerned about Trevor and made up a story about how we’d broken up but then he agreed to meet me at the Starbucks down the street this morning and he didn’t show up, so I thought I’d check at his office. The receptionist was very sympathetic, and told me about her own boyfriend issues. Reed, if what she said is true, she’s dating a real heel. He doesn’t think about her feelings at all, and he expects her to do whatever –”
 
   “You found out a lot,” I interrupted before she told me more about the horrible boyfriend. “That’s great detective work.” Sans the extra information, I thought, but wisely didn’t say. “So it appears that Trevor may be on the run.”
 
   “It looks that way,” she said. “Do you think he’s dead?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I ran a hand through my hair. “But I need to find out what happened to him.”
 
   “I don’t know that I can help you with that. Do you need anything else?”
 
   “What does Trevor do?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s something technical, from the looks of the place, but I couldn’t ask that.”
 
   “Why not? Oh, because Trevor’s supposed girlfriend would know what he does for a living.”
 
   “Right.” She laughed. “I’m going to grab some lunch and then I have some errands to run. What’s your next move?”
 
   I thought for a second. “I need to see how Ace is doing. And it might be time to get into Welch’s house and see if I can find anything that might explain his disappearance.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “See you for dinner?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ll keep you posted. Thanks for your help, and good work.”
 
   “Like I said, I don’t want to visit you behind bars,” she said, then her tone grew lighter. “And you better watch out, I may open up my own detective agency.”
 
   “Oh, dear Lord,” I said.
 
   She was still laughing when I hung up.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   After all the coffee I’d consumed, I badly needed a bathroom, so I used the facilities, and then braved the cold again. It was almost eleven as I hurried back to my car. Gray clouds blanketed the sky as I drove out of downtown. I had just gotten on I-25 when my cell phone rang.
 
   “Reed!” Ace said breathlessly when I answered.
 
   I didn’t like the edge in his voice. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m following a guy that showed up at Welch’s house.”
 
   “You’re what?” I nearly shouted. “Ace, I told you not to do anything dangerous.”
 
   “It’s not dangerous,” he said. “I’ve got a few cars between us and he doesn’t know I’m behind him.”
 
   I opened my mouth to respond, then paused. Was a Goofball Brother actually making sense?
 
   “I’ve learned from watching your film noir movies,” he continued.
 
   I almost dropped the phone. Not only had he remembered that it was “film noir”, not “film now”, as both he and Deuce usually called it, but he was actually tailing properly.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked.
 
   “Heading east on I-70. We’re about to pass the National Western Complex.” That was a large venue just east of I-25 that hosted the National Western Stock Show each January.
 
   “Be careful,” I said, sounding like Willie. “I’m headed in that direction. And tell me what’s going on.” I stayed in the right lane so I could exit onto I-70.
 
   “I went to Welch’s house like you asked,” Ace began. “I parked down the street, got into the back of my car and bundled up. It wasn’t bad, really. I could’ve used some hot chocolate. But then I would have to use the bathroom, right? And I’m kind of hungry now –”
 
   “Ace,” I interrupted him. Did he get the art of relating extraneous story details from Willie? “Tell me about the guy you saw.”
 
   “Oh right. So anyway, I waited and watched the house. About ten minutes after I got there, that guy Welch came home.”
 
   “He did? Are you sure?”
 
   “Pretty sure. I used the binoculars you gave me, so I got a good look at him. He was the guy in the picture you showed me, but he looked sick or something.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “He was kinda hunched over like he had a stomach ache. Or maybe he had a hangover. He looked like I feel when I have a hangover.”
 
   “Huh,” I said as I exited 25 onto I-70. “Did you see his car?”
 
   “No, that was weird. I first saw him down the street, near the corner. He was on the other side of the street. That’s when I first noticed him because he just stayed there and I was thinking ‘why is that guy hanging around outside in the cold?’ Because it’s really cold, Reed.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “Anyway, that’s when I got the binoculars and I knew it was Welch. He finally crossed the street and walked up to the house and let himself in. After a few minutes, he came back out carrying a big duffle bag. He walked back down the street and around the corner.”
 
   “And now you’re following him in the car?”
 
   “No, you told me not to,” he said, indignation in his voice.
 
   “But you just said you’re following him.”
 
   “No,” he said slowly, as if I were the dunce in the class. “I told you, I was following a guy. I’m not following Welch.”
 
   “Then who are you following?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s a big dude, reminds me of Arnold.” Arnold Schwarzenegger was Ace’s favorite actor. “He showed up a few minutes after Welch and I think he broke into the house because he went around to the back and I didn’t see him for a while. When he came back out front, I decided to follow him.”
 
   My heart leaped into my throat. “Ace, that’s probably the guy who beat me up. You don’t want to mess with him.”
 
   “I’m not messing with him, I’m just following him.”
 
   His logic would be the death of me. “Are you still on I-70?” I asked.
 
   “No, we went south on Washington Street and ended up off of 22nd and Downing.”
 
   I knew the area because it was close to St. Joseph Hospital where Willie worked. Washington Street was coming up, so I exited, driving as fast as I dared to catch up to Ace.
 
   “Oh, he just turned into a parking lot,” Ace said. “It looks like a doctor’s office. I’m going to park on the street.”
 
   “Ace, stay in the car.”
 
   “I’m going to. I got the heater going and it’s nice and warm. Okay, he went inside. He didn’t even see me.”
 
   “Buddy, you’re asking for trouble,” I chided him.
 
   “It’s fine. He…uh-oh.”
 
   “What?” I groaned. I felt completely helpless and blind, and it was driving me crazy.
 
   “He came back outside and he’s staring right at me.”
 
   “Leave, now!” I said.
 
   “Okay.” Fear crept into his voice. “I’m pulling out into traffic now.”
 
   “Don’t look at him.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   A long pause ensued. The suspense was killing me.
 
   “What’s happening?” I asked.
 
   “I’m looking in the rearview mirror. He watched me as I drove by, then he ran to the parking lot. Reed, what if he saw my license plate?”
 
   “That’s our second problem. Did he follow you?”
 
   “No…wait. I see the SUV.”
 
   I cursed. “You need to lose him, fast.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Go north on Downing.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Good,” I said. I yanked the wheel and careened onto 33rd Avenue, then whipped a U-turn and drove back to Downing. “Where are you now?”
 
   “Uh…31st.”
 
   “Keep going. When you pass Martin Luther King, hit the gas and put some space between your car and his.”
 
   Another pause and then Deuce said, “I just passed MLK and I’m gunning it.”
 
   A moment later, Ace’s Kia shot past me. I hit the gas, pulled in behind the car, and glanced in the rearview mirror. The SUV braked hard, nearly hitting me.
 
   “Is that you?” Ace asked.
 
   “Yeah. Go to the 7-Eleven on 18th. I’ll meet you there.”
 
   “What if he follows you?”
 
   I grimaced. “Then I’ll lose him.” I neglected to say that I was in trouble if Gus recognized my rental car. And since he’d followed me and watched my car the other night, I didn’t see how he wouldn’t. But I had a better chance of losing him than Ace did. Plus, it was my job, not Ace’s.
 
   Ace hung up and I tossed the phone on the passenger seat, then sped up and suddenly turned onto Marion Street. Gus stayed with me and I gritted my teeth as I passed a small industrial complex. I took a hard right into a wide alley and skidded around a moving truck that was headed toward me. A horn blared as the truck’s front end barely missed the rear of the Subaru. I heard a loud crash and looked in the rearview mirror. The truck was blocking the alley, but on the other side, I saw the SUV. It had rammed into the front end of the truck.
 
   “Ha ha!” I shouted, then pumped my fist in the air.
 
   I got back onto the next street and sped off. But my elation didn’t last long. I soon realized that Gus was aware not only of me, but now Ace. And I’d have to figure out how to keep Gus from finding Ace. Could things get any worse?
 
   It turned out they could.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   I met Ace at the 7-Eleven and followed him home. After that, I didn’t want him driving his car in case Gus tried to track him down from the Kia’s license plate, so I had Ace put his car in the garage, retrieved my binoculars and blankets and took them upstairs to my condo. Then I took him to lunch. After that we rented a vehicle for him. It turns out a short-bed truck was a cheap option so I chose that, and Ace was excited to drive it instead of his car. His Kia was relatively new, the result of his beat-up Subaru being totaled when the garage we shared was burned down. When it came time to get a new car, he’d wanted a 4-Runner like I had but insurance wouldn’t pay for it. He’d settled for the Kia, but he hadn’t been happy. When we left the rental agency, he giggled as he took the truck keys, and he promised to keep his eye out for Gus.
 
   I debated whether to rent a new vehicle for myself, but unless Gus had someone like a Cal who could look up car rental records, I didn’t see how he could trace the Subaru back to me.
 
    By the time I got home, I had a splitting headache, my face hurt and I was in a bad mood. Willie was still gone, so I popped Sweet Smell of Success into the DVD player and lay back on the couch and closed my eyes. As Tony Curtis walked the streets of New York City, I fell asleep.
 
   “Hey,” a sweet voice said a while later.
 
   I opened my eyes as a cold gust of air enveloped me. The living room was dark and blue light from the television bathed the room in an eerie glow. Willie was standing in the doorway, grocery bags in her hands.
 
   “Hey yourself,” I said, pushing myself off the couch. I turned on a light, then helped her with the groceries.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” she asked as she put fresh vegetables into the refrigerator.
 
   “I had a headache but I’m okay now,” I said.
 
   “You’ve been pushing it too hard,” she scolded me.
 
   “I don’t have much choice. I’ve got to figure out who killed Noel Farrell.”
 
   “I know. Why don’t you sit down and I’ll fix dinner. Then you can relax tonight.”
 
   She didn’t have to ask twice. I sat down at the table and we chatted while she prepared some canned soup and salad.
 
   “You’re not going to believe what Ace did,” I said and then filled her in on my afternoon.
 
   She shook her head at his antics, then became serious. “You think Gus will be able to find where we live?”
 
   “I don’t see how he could, but be careful, okay?” Now I sounded like her. “What I don’t get is how Gus and Mick are connected to U.S. International Realty.”
 
   “Maybe they’re realtors?” Willie suggested.
 
   “I highly doubt it,” I said. “They’re not exactly the realtor type. Plus, there were only a couple of realtors listed on the website. I met one named Lois. She showed me properties in Belize.”
 
   “We’re moving to Belize?”
 
   “Hardly. I was trying to figure out why Gus and Mick were driving an SUV that belongs to that company. Lois said the realtors usually use their own cars to take clients to properties, so I’m not sure why there’d be a vehicle registered to the company.”
 
   “Who owns the company? Maybe the SUV belongs to the owner.”
 
   “That’s not a bad thought.” I dug out my cell phone and Googled the company. “Their website doesn’t say who owns it.”
 
   “Cal can find it,” she said as she put plates on the table.
 
   I sighed and gingerly scratched my jaw. I hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and the stubble was itchy. “I can’t see how Noel Farrell, the thugs Gus and Mick, and Trevor Welch are connected.”
 
   “You’ll figure it out,” she said. She smiled. “I have faith in you.”
 
   I appreciated her trying to make me feel better. We lapsed into silence while she puttered around and finished making the salad. I helped her put everything on the table and then we sat down.
 
   “Where do you go from here?” she said after we’d eaten a bit.
 
   “I’m going back to Welch’s townhouse.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Tonight.”
 
   “Do you think he’s going to come back?”
 
   I shook my head. “He’s in hiding, so I’m going to try to get in and see what I can find.”
 
   Her face fell. “Are you sure you want to do this tonight? You look tired.”
 
   “I am tired, but it’ll be better to go when it’s dark, and I can’t waste any time.”
 
   “You’re right.” She started to take a bite of salad, then put her fork down and pushed her plate away.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I said before she could say anything. I’d lost my appetite, too, and I stopped eating.
 
   She nodded but I hadn’t convinced her. “I’ll go with you.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “We’ll take my car, that way if those thugs are around, they won’t recognize your rental. And if they show up, I can call and warn you.”
 
   I had to admit, that made sense. I pointed at her. “But you stay in the car. Two people breaking into a home is easier to spot than one. And my mother would never forgive me if you ended up in jail.”
 
   “That’s true,” she said. “By the way, have you told her what’s going on?”
 
   “Are you nuts? She’d lose her mind if –” I saw the look on her face and realized she was kidding. She burst into laughter. “Very funny,” I said. “I’ll clean up the kitchen and then we’ll go.”
 
   She was still laughing when I went into the bedroom to change into dark clothes and get my lock-pick set and flashlight.
 
   ***
 
   “Don’t you dare leave this car,” I said. “Don’t pull an Ace on me.”
 
   “That’s funny,” she said. “But I’ll stay here. Sneaking into a house at night like this gives me the creeps.”
 
   We were sitting in her car, parked down the street from Trevor Welch’s townhouse. I pulled on my black knit cap, silenced my cell phone, then got out of the car. The street was quiet. Here and there lights were on in windows, but the shades were all drawn. I waved at Willie, then stole down to Welch’s townhouse. It was bitter cold and dark, and the streetlight at the corner gave little illumination where I was. I sneaked up the drive and around the back, then tiptoed up the stairs to the back deck.
 
   I pulled out the lock-pick set, hoping it wouldn’t take too long to unlock the door. My hands were already cold. I tried the doorknob, and to my surprise, it turned. I guess Gus hadn’t bothered to lock it after he’d broken in. I put away the pick set, took a deep breath and eased the door partway open. Then I waited, ready for someone to jump out at me. When that didn’t happen, I pushed the door open farther, stepped inside and listened. Nothing. It was chilly inside, as if the heat had been turned down low, but even so it was a welcome relief compared to outside. I heard a car coming down the street, so I quietly shut the door.
 
   The back window shade was down, making it darker in the house. I took the flashlight from my other coat pocket and flicked it on. I was standing in a kitchen with wallpapered walls and outdated cabinets. I didn’t hear anything so I started snooping around. The cupboards didn’t have much in them, some canned chili, pasta, potato chips, cereal and crackers. The refrigerator had beer, some condiments, a Styrofoam container with spoiled Chinese food, and a half-full milk carton. I opened it and sniffed.
 
   “Ugh!” It was spoiled.
 
   I put it back and shut the door. It didn’t seem like Welch had been around in a while. Either that or he didn’t care about rotting food.
 
   I moved through the kitchen, past a dining area with a cheap table and chairs, and into a small living room. A couch faced a large oak entertainment center, and a long coffee table sat under the front window with magazines strewn about it. I walked over and shined my light on them. Sports Illustrated, ESPN, Card Player Magazine, a Playboy, and more. A couple of bills, one with a red “Past Due” notice on it. Nothing else. To my left was a small bathroom with a toilet and sink.
 
   I sighed and went down stairs to a tiny foyer, then to a lower level. There were two bedrooms and a full bathroom. The bedroom on the left had a bed and dresser in it. The bed was made, but the dresser drawers were open. T-shirts were strewn haphazardly across the bed, as if they’d been tossed out of the drawers. The closet door was open. I spied dirty clothes on the floor, and jeans, pants and shirts hung up neatly.
 
   I pictured Welch running into the room, digging in his drawers for something, throwing the T-shirts aside in his haste. I dug around the drawers and unearthed an empty translucent orange prescription bottle. Vicodin, but that was it. No pharmacy name or patient name on it. I moved more clothes and found another empty bottle. This one read simply “antibiotic”. I stuffed the bottles in my pocket and went into the other bedroom. A desk and computer sat in the corner. I went to the desk and moved the mouse, but the monitor stayed dark. I bent down and turned the computer on. The whir of the computer’s fan sounded loud in the silence, but when the computer booted up, it was password-protected.
 
   “Damn,” I muttered. If needed, I knew Cal could hack into it, but I wasn’t going to go that route right now.
 
   The closet held nothing but office supplies, so I checked the bathroom. It was fairly tidy. I opened the medicine cabinet. It had the usual stuff, toothpaste, toothbrush, shaving cream, some cold medicines and Tylenol. Nothing remarkable. I turned and was about to leave when I noticed something in the trashcan. I trained the flashlight into the can, then bent down to figure out what I was seeing. It took me a second to realize that it was bandages with blood on them. I picked up the top one and noticed more underneath, plus a bloody washcloth. Welch, or someone, had bled a good bit. I stood up, my mind mentally going over the rest of the house. Nothing else gave me any indication of what might have happened to Welch.
 
   I was headed up the stairs when my cell phone vibrated. My cell phone. I stuck a trembling hand in my pocket, grabbed the phone, and swiped the screen.
 
   “Reed, are you okay?” Willie whispered.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Is someone coming?”
 
   “No, but you’ve been in there for a long time.”
 
   I gritted my teeth. “I didn’t say this would be quick.”
 
   “I know, but you looked so tired, I was…well, I was worried.” She went from sheepish to defensive in less than a second.
 
   “Everything’s okay,” I said. “I’m almost finished and I’ll be back.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I put the phone back in my pocket. She was a sexy sidekick, but she had a lot to learn. I hurried up the stairs, back through the kitchen and out the back door, locking it behind me. No sense in making it easy for any future thieves. I waited a moment on the back deck, making sure no one was around. Satisfied that I was alone, I ran down the steps, around the side of the building and back to the car.
 
   “Let’s go,” I said as I got in. “And crank the heat.”
 
   “What’d you find?” she asked, specifically not mentioning her call to me.
 
   I pulled out the prescription bottles. “Vicodin and an antibiotic.”
 
   “Vicodin’s for pain. The other is for infections. But why does he need them?”
 
   I told her about the bloody bandages. “Did Trevor get hurt? Maybe a gunshot wound?” I snapped my fingers. “Ace said that Trevor was hunched over.”
 
   “Like he was in pain,” Willie said.
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   “So what does all this mean?”
 
   “I wish I knew,” I said. I stared out the window. “I have too many questions and no answers.”
 
   “Maybe a good night’s rest will help.”
 
   I nodded. I had to admit, I was exhausted. I’d go home and get some sleep and maybe things would make more sense tomorrow.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   When we got home, I wanted to call Cal and talk to him about Trevor Welch, but Willie insisted I go to bed.
 
   “This isn’t your girlfriend talking, it’s your nurse,” she said.
 
   “I’ll bet Bogie’s woman never made him go to bed,” I mumbled as I headed into the bathroom. “Like I’m a child.”
 
   “What?” she called from the bedroom.
 
   “Nothing.” I stripped down to my boxers and brushed my teeth. I wanted to shave but my jaw still hurt, so I skipped that. When I went back in the bedroom, Willie had turned the sheets back for me. Sweet. “Are you coming to bed, too?” I asked.
 
   “It’s a little early for me. But you need the rest. Trust me,” she said. She held up a glass of water and Advil. “Take these.”
 
   I popped the pills in my mouth and washed them down.
 
   “Now get some rest,” she said as she took the glass from me.
 
   I crawled under the covers. “I’ve got work to do,” I said lamely.
 
   “It’ll wait.” She turned out the lights and closed the door.
 
   I laid in the dark, certain that it would take me a while to fall asleep. I was wrong. Within seconds I was out.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, I awoke at nine, refreshed, and stunned that I’d slept so long. I guess I was more tired than I realized. My nose and jaw didn’t hurt too much and my headache was gone. I stretched, rolled over and saw a note from Willie.
 
   Gone to work, have a great day. Be careful. Love you.
 
   I’d been really out because I didn’t remember her coming in last night, and I didn’t even hear her when she got ready for work this morning.
 
   I took a shower and dressed, then went into the kitchen. I scoffed down some cereal, poured myself a cup of coffee and called Cal.
 
   As I waited for him to pick up, I glanced out the window. Light snowflakes meandered to the ground. One of the things I like about Denver is that we get to experience all four seasons; it could be wintry cold one day and springtime warm the next. However, it was unusual to have such cold weather for so long, and I was ready for a change.
 
   After a few rings, Cal’s nasally voice said to leave a message. Maybe he’d pulled an all-nighter. I asked him to call because I wanted to find out if he’d had a chance to research Trevor Welch, and I wanted to add U.S. International Realty to his list.
 
   As the snowflakes fell, I thought about what I’d learned. I didn’t know much about Welch, except where he worked, and that he most likely had some kind of injury. But I had no idea why Noel Farrell was investigating him, or what that had to do with Gus and Mick. What was the connection?
 
   “Der!” I slapped my forehead, then grimaced. I’d completely forgotten that Ace had seen Gus go into a doctor’s office. And Gus had been coughing and he needed Sucrets. Was he visiting a doctor because he was sick? Or was Welch being treated for his injury at that doctor’s office and maybe Gus was looking for him? Either way, it warranted more investigation by yours truly.
 
   I called Ace next.
 
   “Hey, Reed, what’s up?”
 
   “Got a question,” I said, too focused for banal conversation. “Yesterday, when you saw Gus go into that doctor’s office, did you see the doctor’s name? Or was it a clinic?”
 
   “I didn’t notice,” Ace said. “Sorry.”
 
   “Which corner was the office on?”
 
   A pause. “Southeast,” he said. “It’s a rectangular concrete building.” He paused. “It’s kind of ugly. The parking lot’s on the south side, and so is the office entrance.”
 
   Wow, he’d been very observant. “Great, thanks. How’s the 4x4?”
 
   “I like it.” I could hear the delight in his voice. “It’s better than the Kia.”
 
   “Yeah, but the Kia’s cheaper.”
 
   “That’s true,” he said ruefully. “When will I have to return the truck?”
 
   “I hope soon because that means I’ll have cleared my name.”
 
   “Then I hope it’s soon, too. And if you need my help again, let me know.”
 
   I thanked him and hung up, gulped down the rest of my cold coffee, and bundled up and left. I was familiar with the doctor’s office where Gus had been, remembering it because it did look just as Ace had described it, and it was indeed ugly. It must not have been snowing for long, because the streets were still clear as I drove to 22nd and Downing. I parked in the lot on the south side of the building and traipsed in.
 
   Inside was a foyer with three doors. The one on the right said, “Stewart Mendelsohn, M.D., Psychiatrist.” The one on the left said, “David McKenzie, M.D., General Practitioner.” The third door was unmarked. Since no one was around, I tried that door, but it was locked. I took a gamble and figured that neither Gus nor Welch was seeing a psychiatrist, so I went through McKenzie’s door.
 
   I stepped into a small waiting room that had some chairs along one wall, a television up in the corner and a coffee table with magazines on it. A woman with silver hair sat in the chair furthest from the door, reading a book. She didn’t acknowledge my presence. To my right was an enclosed cubicle with sliding windows. A receptionist in purple scrubs glanced up at me when I walked in, then gave me the full-on stare. I was getting used to that.
 
   “Uh, may I help you?” she asked politely.
 
   “I hope so.” I flashed her my most charming smile, which must’ve been a sight with my swollen nose, black eyes, and scruffy chin. “I see that Doctor McKenzie is a G.P.”
 
   “That’s correct.” She was eyeing the bruises, probably wondering what the other guy looked like. I’d like to say he was in worse shape, but that wasn’t the case.
 
   “Does Doctor McKenzie do any kind of emergency work?” I asked, trying to think about Welch and the type of wound he might’ve had to cause the kind of bleeding that was on the bandages.
 
   “You mean like…”
 
   “Stitches, or day surgery for…” My mind was a blank. Geez, you’d think with Willie being an E.R. nurse I could’ve lied better.
 
   “Well, stitches, yes, but…” She gave my face more scrutiny. “What kind of emergency work might you need?”
 
   “Oh, no, it’s not like that,” I said. “I was just curious. I need to make a follow-up appointment for this.” I pointed at my face.
 
   “Certainly. Are you a current patient?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m new to the area, but the hospital said I should have my nose looked at.”
 
   “Is it broken?”
 
   “No. Badly bruised.” Although at times it felt like it had been badly mangled.
 
   “I see. We don’t have any appointments until the end of the week.” She typed on her keyboard as she talked. “Would Friday work?”
 
   I realized I’d spoken impulsively, and that I really didn’t want to make a fake appointment. “Uh, I was supposed to see someone today.”
 
   “You waited until today to try and make an appointment?” she said, with more than a little disapproval in her tone. “I’m afraid we don’t have anything right now. Even the cancellations have been rebooked.” Now the tone was one of I can’t believe you don’t know that doctors are extremely busy. “If you’d like to leave your name and number, I could call you if we get an opening tomorrow. But I’d have to give current patients first preference.”
 
   “That’ll work,” I said. “It’s Phil Marlowe.” Who happened to be the detective in The Big Sleep. I gave her a fake number.
 
   “Okay, Phil,” she said as she wrote down my contact information. “Would you still like to make an appointment for Friday?”
 
   “Let’s see what comes up,” I said, ready to make my escape. I really did need to make a follow-up appointment to have my shnoz looked at, but I preferred to see my own doctor.
 
   “Well, suit yourself,” she said dismissively.
 
   I smiled and slowly left, letting my eyes rove around the office. Next to her enclosed cubicle, a doorway led back to what I assumed were examination rooms. Basically nothing to see. I made a mental note to ask Cal about checking the doctor’s records for Trevor Welch. And maybe Gus and Mick, too, although without last names, I wasn’t hopeful of finding anything useful.
 
   The receptionist cleared her throat and I took that as my signal to leave. A dusting of snow now covered the streets and the cold hit me like a fist. If it kept up, rush hour would be a mess. Man, when were we going to get out of this arctic weather? I drove home with the heat on high and hurried up the stairs to my condo, glad to be inside where it was warm.
 
   I was just shrugging off of my coat when Bogie began talking. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket. “Hey, did you pull an all-nighter?”
 
   “Huh?” Cal said.
 
   “You didn’t answer this morning. That usually means you were up all night.”
 
   “No, I had a meeting here in Denver.”
 
   “Really?” That puzzled me. Cal didn’t venture out of his house unless he absolutely had to, or if I begged him to help me.
 
   “I had to visit a client.”
 
   “They couldn’t come to your house?” Then I thought about that. It wasn’t that Cal’s house was dirty, per se, but it was definitely cluttered. And when he was hard at work, which was most of the time, he tended not to clean up his dishes. It wasn’t uncommon to find pizza or takeout boxes lying around, sometimes with food still in them. Although that probably would’ve bothered the client, not him.
 
   “I don’t want a stranger coming to my sanctuary,” he retorted.
 
   That was so true. One time, I’d needed to hide a client and some of her snooty friends, and I’d taken them to Cal’s. That was a challenging couple of days with all of them under one roof.
 
   “Do you have time to help or do you need to get back to your sanctuary?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve got a lot of work to do, but I can help. I’m downtown so I can meet you at your place.”
 
   “Sure. But can you do the research here?”
 
   “I’ve got my laptop.”
 
   “Great,” I said. “I’ll see you soon.”
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   I got a surprised look from Cal when I opened the door.
 
   “What?” I asked, then remembered my face. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Come on in,” I said, gesturing for him to follow me. “I’ve made us some sandwiches.”
 
   Cal sat down at the kitchen table and pulled his laptop from his backpack. I got him a soda and put a plate with a ham and cheese sandwich down next to the laptop.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. He took a couple of bites of the sandwich. “I skipped breakfast so I’m famished.”
 
   It was a little after eleven and I’d had a late breakfast, but I found I was hungry too, so I dove into my own sandwich with gusto.
 
   “So,” he said while he waited for his laptop to boot up. “You need information about Trevor Welch.”
 
   “Yes.” I sat down next to him so I could see the monitor.
 
   His fingers flew over the keyboard as he began working.
 
   “Uh, do I need to be worried about the FBI or someone like that coming to my door?” I asked.
 
   He gave me a funny look. “Why would you ask that?”
 
   “Because you’re hacking into websites. Can’t that be traced back to me through my IP address?” I wasn’t that computer savvy, but I knew that much, and since Cal broke into highly sensitive sites, like government agencies and banks, there was no way I wanted anyone to trace that back to him…or me.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said with a grin. “I’ve set things up on my laptop to scramble where the internet signal is coming from, and I’ve got a few other slick things on it as well, so don’t worry.”
 
   I breathed a little easier. “Good. I’ve already got Detective Spillman on my tail, I don’t need anyone else.”
 
   He laughed, then concentrated on the computer. Web pages opened up and he scrolled through them at lightning speed. Data flew across the screen as he hummed.
 
   “Trevor Welch doesn’t have a criminal record,” he said after a minute. More windows popped up, one of them a large banking site. “He doesn’t have much in his checking or savings accounts.” More typing, more windows. “About fifty thousand in his 401k. Looks like he lost a lot during the recession.” More humming. “The guy’s clean,” he announced after a couple more minutes. “No financial red flags, other than a couple of late bills. No criminal record. Nothing.” He stopped and wolfed down the rest of his sandwich in two bites, then downed half his Coke.
 
   I stood up and began pacing. “Welch may have been hurt, and he might have visited Doctor McKenzie.”
 
   “How’d you get the doctor’s name?”
 
   “Ace followed Gus yesterday and Gus stopped there.”
 
   Cal jerked his head up. “Ace discovered that?”
 
   “Yeah, he tailed Gus for quite a while, but then he got spotted.” I told him about Ace’s surveillance and how I had to intercept Gus’s SUV. That brought more laughter.
 
   “But,” I said, returning to the problem at hand. “Can you check that doc’s records and see if Welch is a patient of his?”
 
   “Easy-peasy.” Cal set to work again, and in a flash he said, “Nope. Trevor Welch has no records with Doctor McKenzie. It looks like Welch has Kaiser Insurance, so he likely wouldn’t visit that doc anyway because it would be going out of network and it would cost him.”
 
   “What about Gus?”
 
   “What about him?” Cal asked.
 
   “Is he a patient of Doctor McKenzie?”
 
   Cal rolled his eyes at me. “With just Gus as a first name, it would like looking for a needle in a haystack. Gus could be short for something else, like Gustov, or even Angus, August, or Augustine. Or it could be a shortened version of his last name, like Gustafson.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.” I stopped pacing, leaned against the counter and sighed heavily. “Trevor Welch is a complete mystery.”
 
   “All you know is that Noel Farrell had a file on Welch and that Gus and Mick stole it.”
 
   “Yep, along with a page from Farrell’s desk calendar. And Farrell wanted to talk to me about something important.”
 
   “And now Farrell is dead, murdered with your gun.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   We stared at each other, the gravity of the situation heavy in the room.
 
   “Where’s the desk calendar?” he asked after a long moment.
 
   “In my office,” I said. I got it and brought it back to the kitchen.
 
   “Kind of old-fashioned, don’t you think?” he said. He pinched a page by the corner, as if it might bite him. “I didn’t know people even used these anymore.”
 
   “Not everyone lives on the cutting edge of technology,” I replied.
 
   He flipped through pages. “Not much here, huh.”
 
   “No. Gus tore out some pages, that’s why I took it.”
 
   “Ah,” he said, nodding knowingly. “So there might be a clue.”
 
   I threw him a “no-shit, Sherlock” look. “Unfortunately, nothing is jumping out at me.”
 
   I sat down across from him again and we lapsed into another contemplative silence.
 
   “What else is there that might break a hole in this investigation?” Cal said after a long moment.
 
   “How about U.S. International Realty?” I said as I played with the pages of the calendar.
 
   “I thought I gave you that information.”
 
   “Just the basics. Can you find out who owns it?”
 
   “Sure.” He took a gulp of his Coke, then turned back to the computer. “It looks like there’s a few other offices, in L.A., New York City, and Boston, and…it’s registered to a corporation in the Cayman Islands.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “A cover for something?”
 
   “Maybe. But…” A long pause. “It’s going to take me a while to track it all down.” He checked the clock on the stove. “I hate to do this to you, but I’ve got to get some preliminary work done for my new client, so how about I do this research tonight?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “And I’ll plan my next move.”
 
   He frowned at me as he stood up. “I wish I could be of more help.”
 
   I shrugged. “I do, too.”
 
   He packed up his laptop and donned his coat. We agreed to talk later and he left.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   I started thumbing through Farrell’s calendar as I mulled over my next move. Gus had torn out a few pages in the calendar, the date on one was a couple of days before Noel Farrell was killed, and another a couple of weeks before. I flipped to the day before the first missing page and stopped. Obviously Gus hadn’t wanted anyone to see appointments or notes written on those pages. I absentmindedly rubbed a page with my fingertips as I stared into space. Something suddenly nagged at my brain and I looked down at the calendar, then studied the page closely. Farrell had written “drm” on it. It didn’t mean anything to me, but it piqued my interest how hard he’d pressed down on the page when he wrote. I flipped to the next page and it had a couple of appointments on it, written in the same hard-pressed hand. I peeked at the page underneath. I ran my fingers over the page and felt the indentations, then turned back to the previous day with the “drm” appointment. I flipped forward again. The indentation matched the writing on the page before. Of course…could it be this simple?
 
   I flipped back to the day after the first page that Gus had taken and examined the page closely. Sure enough, I saw slight indentations on the page. I took the calendar into my office, dug in a desk drawer and pulled out a pencil, then lightly scribbled over the page. It was Private Investigator Tip 101, and darned if it didn’t work. As I covered the page in lead, a couple of names appeared. At noon was “Hank – lunch”, and at 4 PM, “Betsy L”.
 
   I sat down at my desk chair and pondered that. Neither name meant anything to me. I glanced at The Maltese Falcon poster. Humphrey Bogart stared at me with his cold dark eyes.
 
   “Come on, Bogie, how about some help?”
 
   He didn’t reply.
 
   Hank and Betsy. Why did Gus want to hide those appointments? I turned through the pages of the calendar to the second page Gus had ripped out and did the same pencil trick for the day after the missing page, the day before Noel Farrell was killed. There was another entry for “Betsy L”, but not for Hank. So Farrell had met with her at least twice. I repeated the name, then stopped. Where else had I seen her name? And how was she connected to Trevor Welch?
 
   Then it dawned on me. I booted up my computer, went back to a people search website, and found the record for the Trevor Welch who lived in Arvada. One of the people it listed who was connected to him was B. Ladner. Betsy L.? The site said she was fifty-seven, and Trevor was twenty-six. His mother? Or a much older sister? There was only one way to find out: I’d have to go talk to her. I clicked on her name and it listed an address in Parker, a suburb southeast of Denver. I glanced at the clock: just after 2 PM. If Betsy was there now, I could see if my theory was correct. If she worked, she might not be home and I’d have to wait for her to return. I didn’t relish waiting around for her, but I didn’t have much choice, so I left Willie a note and headed out the door.
 
   ***
 
   Betsy Ladner lived in a small ranch-style house off of Parker Road and East Main Street, just south of downtown Parker. The houses were built close together, most with evergreens in the yard, and a few with flower beds, although any remaining flowers were frozen stiff. At a little after 3 PM, I parked at the curb, walked up the driveway to a sidewalk that led up steps to a long concrete porch. I rang the doorbell and a low barking immediately ensued. It sounded like a big dog. When no one came to the door, I tried again for good measure, ignoring the barking, and then hurried back to the Subaru. I drove down the street and parked for a bit, then drove around the block and positioned the Subaru in a different place. Finally, an hour later, her garage door began sliding up and a blue Honda pulled into the driveway. I hopped out of the Subaru, stretched, and trotted up the driveway. By now the Honda had pulled into the garage.
 
   Thank goodness, I thought. I didn’t think I could’ve stood another minute of sitting in the cold.
 
   A moment later, the Honda turned off, a car door opened and then slammed shut and a woman with short, straw-colored hair appeared. She was about five-nine, thin and wiry, and she carried a briefcase and had a bulky purse slung over her shoulder.
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked cautiously. She stared at my face.
 
   Damn these black eyes, I thought, making me look like a hooligan.
 
   She had a hand stuck purposefully in the purse and I wondered if she was clutching some kind of weapon. Mace? Pepper spray? Car keys that she would wield at me? She also looked as if she were in good physical shape and could knock me out if she wanted to. She might’ve been bluffing, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. I put my hands up, palms out, and introduced myself, this time using my real name.
 
   “Are you Betsy Ladner?”
 
   “I might be. Who wants to know?”
 
   “I’m a private investigator and I’d like to talk to you about Noel Farrell, if you have a minute.”
 
   “Oh, somebody else from the agency?” she blurted out.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Just the other day two men…wait.” She stared at me. “You’re not with Farrell Investigations?”
 
   “No.” I took a business card from my wallet. An empty hand came out of her purse and she took the card. I relaxed slightly as she read it.
 
    “I’m investigating Farrell’s death.”
 
   “What?” She dropped the briefcase and a hand flew to her mouth. “What happened?”
 
   “He was shot.”
 
   “I didn’t know.”
 
   I picked up her briefcase and handed it to her. “I’d like to ask you some questions about Farrell and a case he was working on.”
 
   Fear suddenly loomed in her eyes. “This is about my son, isn’t it? Is Trevor okay?”
 
   That confirmed one thing, I thought, Trevor was indeed her son. Then I said, “It is about your son, but I haven’t spoken to him.”
 
   “Oh no, please let him be okay.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “I’m sure he’s all right.” Just wounded and elusive. “But I need your help.”
 
   She seemed to calm down. The worry hadn’t completely gone, as if she lived with apprehension about her son every day. But she wasn’t going to break down, either. “Okay, let’s go inside. But I’m warning you, my husband will be home soon, and I also have an attack dog.”
 
   “I heard it,” I said.
 
   She waved me to the porch. “I’ll meet you at the front door.” Then she disappeared into the garage. A moment later the garage door closed. I crossed my arms against the biting cold and waited for her to open the front door. She stood there holding a German Shepherd by the collar.
 
   “Come in. The living room’s to the left.”
 
   The dog growled as I stepped inside and past her. The living room was warm and tasteful, decorated in shades of green, with a maple coffee table, a cream-colored couch and two wingback chairs that sat in front of a stone fireplace. She walked up to the fireplace, flicked a switch, and a fire suddenly appeared.
 
   “I love these gas fireplaces,” she said as she sat down in one of the chairs. “No fussing with wood and keeping the fire stoked.”
 
   I had to agree, and overall the room felt very cozy and inviting. Then the dog walked over and positioned itself next to her chair, sucking some of the coziness out of the room as it eyed me warily. It didn’t have to worry. I was as cautious of it as it was of me.
 
   She gestured at the couch. “Have a seat.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Then she shocked me with a bombshell. “Did Trevor kill Farrell?”
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   I was stunned, in part because she’d asked that, but also because I’d made a rookie mistake in not asking that myself. In truth, it didn’t seem likely, because how would her son have got my gun? But since I couldn’t remember how I’d lost my Glock, I realized I had no way of knowing if Trevor killed Noel Farrell. I couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to me.
 
   “That I don’t know,” I said, recovering quickly. “I only know that Noel Farrell was investigating Trevor, and I just discovered today that Farrell had met you on a couple of occasions, so here I am.”
 
   “I thought maybe Trevor thought Farrell was with some loan sharks and so he killed Farrell. I don’t think my son is a killer, but things lately have been…well…let me start at the beginning.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “As I suppose you’ve figured out, I hired Farrell because there have been some problems with my son.” She paused. “How much do you know about Trevor?”
 
   I gave her the basics that I had, how old he was and where he worked.
 
   “That’s right,” she said. “Let me back up. Trevor’s a good kid. He went to college, got his MBA, and he’s got a good job with a software company. Only…” She petted the dog for a moment. “Somewhere along the line, he’s gotten himself into trouble.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “Gambling.” She took a moment to gather her thoughts and continue. “I thought it was all harmless at first. When he was in college, he lived here during the summers and he had his poker buddies come over, and it all seemed harmless, as far as we could tell. We had no idea it was becoming a problem until he went to Vegas. He blew a big chunk of his student loan money and he came running to us for help. My husband – Trevor’s stepfather – went through the roof. He gave Trevor a stern lecture about the gambling and Trevor seemed to take it to heart.” She sighed. “In retrospect, I think he just got better at hiding the problem. Then when he graduated and started working, I heard his friends drop hints about him going up to Black Hawk on the weekends. We confronted him and he assured us the gambling wasn’t out of control. He was an adult, so we couldn’t do a whole lot, and we’d hear about the big scores he made. But he kept the losses from us. Then a few months ago, he came to me and asked for my help.”
 
   “Just you?”
 
   “Oh yes. Trevor knew his father would be furious, so he came to me.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   She sighed again. “He’d lost about twenty grand.”
 
   I whistled.
 
   “Yes. And truth be told, I was furious, and I told him that he’d just have to deal with it. It didn’t even occur to me where he’d gotten that kind of money, but then he told me that he owed loan sharks and they were threatening him. And he had a cut under one eye, so I suspect they’d beaten him up, but he said the threats were worse.”
 
   “Broken bones, that kind of thing?”
 
   She nodded and blinked back tears. “I’ve never seen him so scared, so I decided to help. I withdrew the money from one of our retirement accounts and gave it to him to pay off the debt.”
 
   “Doesn’t your husband know?”
 
   “I manage the account and he doesn’t check it very often.”
 
   “So let me guess,” I said. “Trevor gambled that money away.”
 
   “Yes, and then he came back for more.”
 
   “Did you give it to him?”
 
   Shame crossed her face. “Another fifty grand. That was about a month ago.”
 
   I tried not to react when I heard that number. “What happened?”
 
   “I talked to him about it and said the gambling had to stop. I suggested he go to Gamblers Anonymous or maybe some counseling. He assured me that he was finished, but I didn’t believe him. That’s when I hired Noel to investigate. I wanted to know if Trevor was still gambling and if he owed any more money. And what other trouble he might’ve gotten himself into.”
 
   “What did Farrell find out?”
 
   “That Trevor owed a lot more than twenty grand.” She sniffled. “Noel didn’t know how much, though.”
 
   “Did you meet with Farrell last weekend?” I asked, thinking about the last missing page in his calendar.
 
   “Yes. I’d asked for another meeting to see what else he’d found out, but he didn’t have much to tell me, just that he was working on some leads and he’d fill me in later this week.”
 
   My disappointment must’ve shown because she said, “I know, I wished he’d had more, especially since he was…shot.”
 
   I thought for a second. “When was the last time you heard from Trevor?”
 
   “Sunday. He said he was going on vacation and that he’d be back in a week.”
 
   “He said he was going to be gone this week?” I asked, thinking about how the front desk lady at Welch’s work said he’d been on vacation last week.
 
   “Yes.” She gave me a puzzled look. “Why?”
 
   “He was spotted at his house the other day.”
 
   Anger replaced her concern. “So he’s still lying.”
 
   “Maybe. He had a bag with him so he might’ve been leaving.” I decided not to worry her by revealing the bloody bandages I’d found. “Any idea where he was going?”
 
   “Well, he said Miami. He said he wanted to get out of this cold for a while.” She glanced out the window. Dusk had settled in, painting the sky a steel blue. “Can’t say that I blame him.”
 
   I made a mental note to ask Cal to find out if Trevor had booked a flight. If he was wounded, I doubted he’d be traveling. Likely it was another lie.
 
   “I wish I had more for you, but I don’t,” she said.
 
   “One more thing,” I added. It was not the first time I sounded like Peter Falk’s Columbo. “When I first walked up, you said something about the agency and two men, and then you stopped.”
 
   “I thought you might’ve been with Noel’s agency, because two other men stopped by yesterday. They said they were Noel’s associates and they were working on my case, and they asked about Trevor and the investigation.”
 
   “Was one of them big?” I described Gus. “Did he cough, like he had a cold?”
 
   “Yes, that’s him.”
 
   “What did you tell them?”
 
    “Nothing new. I’d told Noel everything.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “They wanted to know when I’d last met with Farrell and I told them last Friday.” She frowned as she studied my face. “What?”
 
   I hesitated. “They weren’t with Farrell’s agency.”
 
   “Who were they?” she snapped in fear.
 
   “They’re after your son.”
 
   “Why? Are they bookies?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   She groaned. “Oh no, what have I done? I didn’t even think to ask them for credentials or a card. I just assumed since they knew about Farrell and Trevor, they were telling the truth.”
 
   “It didn’t hurt anything,” I said. “You had nothing to tell them, right?”
 
   “Noel didn’t tell me anything, so what could I say?” she said defensively.
 
   “Then they shouldn’t bother you again, but I’d watch out for them.”
 
   “This is much more serious than I thought,” she said grimly. “Not that it wasn’t already bad.” She paused. “You don’t think Trevor killed Noel, do you?”
 
   “No,” I said, neglecting to tell her about my gun.
 
   She glanced at her watch and then stood up. The dog jumped to its feet as well. “I’m afraid you need to leave. My husband will be home soon and, quite frankly, I don’t want to explain you to him.”
 
   I got up, watching the dog carefully. “Don’t you think it might be time to tell your husband what’s going on?”
 
   She thought about that. “You’re probably right, but not the moment he gets home.”
 
   “Is there anything else you can tell me?” I asked as we walked to the foyer. “Friends I can talk to?”
 
   “His best friend Quinn might know something. I’ll get you his number.” She walked down a hallway to a kitchen and returned a moment later with a piece of paper. “Here’s his number. If you call now, you might catch him before he leaves work.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’ll call him first and let him know you’ll be getting in touch. And I put my number on there, too. I want to know the instant you find out anything.”
 
   “Of course,” I said as she opened the front door.
 
   A blast of cold wind hit me when I stepped onto the porch. I sunk my neck into my coat and made a dash for my car. As I got in, my phone rang. I glanced at the screen and was surprised to see that it was Henri Benoit.
 
   “Allo, Reed, how are you?” he asked hesitantly.
 
   “Doing okay,” I said. His tone concerned me. “What’s up?”
 
   “I’m afraid I may have done something wrong.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “What’s that?”
 
   “A detective came to see me, and I told her that I’d seen a man hanging around Noel Farrell’s office. I wanted her to go check out the man that was chasing you the other night, but after she left, I realized she might think it was you.”
 
   That was true, but I knew Henri was trying to be helpful. “It’s okay,” I said.
 
   “I’m very sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.
 
   “Let me know how this turns out,” he said, “and if I can help.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said and hung up, then shook my head.
 
   I hoped that Henri hadn’t inadvertently pointed Spillman in my direction.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   I sat for a moment in the Subaru while I dialed Trevor’s friend Quinn. I got his voicemail and left a message, explaining who I was, that Betsy Ladner had given me his number and that I wanted to ask him some questions about Welch. For good measure, I added that Betsy was very worried about her son. I ended the call and drove down the road. A few seconds later, my phone rang. It was Quinn.
 
   “Is this the ‘private eye’?” he said after I answered. The tone was part sarcasm, part humor. It reminded me of another voice, but I couldn’t place it. Maybe a character from one of my film noir favorites? Certainly not Bogie.
 
   “Thanks for calling me back,” I said.
 
   “Hey, man, the only reason I called you back is because Trevor’s mom called and told me she’s worried. But I’m not going to get Trevor in any trouble with her.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.”
 
   “What’s going on?” The sarcasm vanished.
 
   I glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Quarter to five. “Are you still at work?”
 
   “Until five.”
 
   “How about I buy you a beer and we can talk.”
 
   “Sure. I work at the cash register building. You know it?”
 
   The Wells Fargo Center is the most recognizable building in downtown Denver. It’s locally known as the “cash register” building because its unique curved roof resembles an old-fashioned cash register.
 
   “I know it,” I said. “Do you know where B 52’s is?” Since he was downtown, I suggested my favorite hangout. B 52’s was a little north of downtown, but an easy drive for him.
 
   “Yeah, they’ve got some good microbrews there.”
 
   “I’ll be there by five-thirty,” I said. “Depending on traffic. There’s a bartender named Natalie. Tell her where you’re sitting.” Natalie Bowman was a regular bartender at B-52’s, and since I played pool there often, we’d gotten to know each other. She was working her way through school – pre-med – and she was tough and no-nonsense. She could handle the drunks better than most of the bouncers.
 
   “All right,” he said. “Take your time, because the beer’s on you.”
 
   ***
 
   Five-thirty ended up being optimistic, what with rush hour and nasty weather. I finally walked into B 52’s at six, glad to get off streets that were starting to get slick.
 
   I strolled past a couple of B 52’s signature décor, advertisements from the 1940s and ’50s, and up to the bar where a tall black woman was preparing a martini. “Hey, Nat,” I said.
 
   “Hey, handsome.” She pointed toward the back room. “Your friend’s back there, corner table. You want a beer?”
 
   “Fat Tire.”
 
   She reached into a cooler and got the beer. I took a long pull as I walked to the back room. Overhead speakers played “How Soon Is Now” by The Smiths, a great British alternative rock band that was one of my favorites. I stood in the doorway for a second and looked toward the corner. Quinn was sitting at a small round table, sipping a beer and watching a couple of guys playing pool. He looked up when I approached.
 
   “The detective?” he said.
 
   Apparently we’d switched from “private eye”. I wondered what the significance was.
 
   “I appreciate your time,” I said.
 
   “I’ve got a tab running, so take your time.”
 
   His attitude was irritating, so to keep myself from mouthing off, I took a minute to pull off my coat and set it on another chair. Then I sat down and studied him.
 
   He looked to be in his mid-twenties, around Welch’s age, with blond hair that grew past his ears. His clothes were business-casual, dark slacks and a white shirt. If I ran into him on the street, I wouldn’t remember him five minutes later.
 
   “So Betsy Ladner’s still worrying about Trevor, huh?” he said over the music.
 
   “Maybe with good reason.”
 
   A long pause. “You think Trevor’s in trouble.”
 
   “I don’t think, I know.”
 
   His attitude did a shift. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Tell me about Trevor’s gambling,” I said, avoiding his question.
 
   “What’s to tell? He likes craps and poker. He’s a pretty good poker player.” He started to take a drink.
 
   “If he’s so good, why’s he in so much debt?”
 
   The beer bottle stopped halfway to his mouth. “What’re you talking about?”
 
   “Trevor’s down thousands of dollars.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right? I mean, I knew Trev got a little crazy at times with some high-stakes games here and there, but he told me he was ahead.”
 
   I shook my head. “He hasn’t been ahead in a long time.”
 
   He took a sip of his beer. “What’s he gotten himself into?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said. “But I think some pretty nasty thugs are after him.”
 
   He stared at me. “Is he okay?”
 
   “I think he might be hurt,” I said. “But keep that to yourself. I didn’t tell his mother because I don’t know for sure and I don’t want her worrying more than she already is.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   I shrugged. “I was hoping you might know.”
 
   He frowned. “I haven’t heard from him since last week.”
 
   “He called you?”
 
   “I called him because we were supposed to go to an Avs game this last weekend and I wanted to know if we were meeting for beers ahead of time.” The Colorado Avalanche is the pro hockey team. “He said he couldn’t go but he didn’t tell me why. He’s a pretty big Avs fan, so it surprised me that he was bailing on the game.”
 
   “How did he sound?”
 
   “Like sick or hurt?”
 
   I nodded. He thought for a moment.
 
   “No. Maybe a little on edge, now that I think about it. We usually joke around but he was serious and hurrying to get me off the phone.”
 
   “When’s the last time you actually saw him?” I asked.
 
   “It’s been a couple of weeks. I’ve been kind of busy with my work and he was on vacation.”
 
   “Last week?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Did he say where he was going?”
 
   “Miami.”
 
   That seemed to be his choice place, I thought, then asked, “Did he look okay when you last saw him?”
 
   He mulled that over. “Yeah, nothing unusual.”
 
   So whatever injury Trevor had sustained had been recent.
 
   He started to take another drink, then set the bottle down. “Now you’ve got me kind of worried.”
 
   “And Trevor hasn’t said anything unusual?” I asked.
 
   “No, nothing.”
 
   “Any idea where he might go if he doesn’t want to go back to his house?”
 
   “Sometimes he’d crash with me, but not this time.” He paused. “I don’t know. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, and I don’t –”
 
   “What?”
 
   He pursed his lips. “It’s possible he’s at my parents’ cabin outside of Bailey.”
 
   Bailey was a small mountain town southwest of Denver.
 
   “Why would he go there?”
 
   “My family and his would go up there together, and Trev and I’ve gone up there, too.”
 
   “Does he have a key to get in?”
 
   He shook his head. “You can lift the sliding glass door off the track. We’ve done it any number of times when we were in college and we wanted a place to party for the weekend without our parents knowing.”
 
   “Can you call him?”
 
   “It’s pretty rustic so cell phone reception isn’t good. And if he’s hiding, I doubt he’d answer his cell anyway.”
 
   “I’m assuming you have that number?”
 
   “Sure.” He pulled out his phone. “Funny, he’s my best friend and I can’t remember his number because it’s stored in the phone.”
 
   I knew the feeling. He told me the number and I entered it into my phone and just as I saved it, my phone rang. It was my mother.
 
   “You want to get that?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “It can wait.”
 
   My mother had impeccable timing, usually bad.
 
   “Try calling Trevor,” I suggested.
 
   “I did before you came. It went straight to voicemail.”
 
   “Where’s the cabin?”
 
   “You want to go there?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I could take you.”
 
   “Forget it,” I said. “It could be dangerous.”
 
   I thought he’d argue but he didn’t. “How do I get there?”
 
   He gave me directions, and then said, “It’s pretty isolated, and not that easy to find. The road it’s on isn’t even marked, so look for a big rock outcropping that’s near the turnoff. Follow that for about a mile. Well, it doesn’t matter how far because the cabin’s at the end of the road and there’s no way to go past it. It’s the only one out there.” Then he described the cabin.
 
   “Thanks, I appreciate it,” I said.
 
   “Look, I can be an ass, I know. But I don’t want anything to happen to Trevor.”
 
   I felt the same way, but I wondered if it was already too late.
 
   ***
 
   Since it was already dark and the temperature had dropped below zero, I decided that now was not the time to try and find Quinn’s family cabin. I left my beer unfinished, ignored another phone call from my mother, and headed home.
 
   “Hey, handsome,” Willie said when I walked through the door. She was sitting at the kitchen table, typing on her laptop. “Your mother called a while ago.”
 
   “Oh dear Lord,” I muttered. “What’d she want?”
 
   “She wanted to catch up.”
 
   And so she called twice within minutes. When my mother wanted to talk, she wanted to talk, and putting her off was difficult.
 
   “Reed.” Willie paused. “I told her about your accident.”
 
   “You what?” I threw up my hands. “That explains it.”
 
   “Explains what?”
 
   “She’s called me twice already.”
 
   “Why didn’t you answer her?”
 
   “Because I was talking to someone about Trevor Welch. And I didn’t want to tell her about this.” I gestured at my face.
 
   “She was going to find out sometime.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well…” She blushed. “Your mother loves you and she worries about you.”
 
   I sighed. My mother had Willie on her side. I was doomed.
 
   “I love her, too,” I said. “But some things are better left unsaid. Now that you told her, you know what’s going to happen.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She’s going to pester me until I answer.”
 
   Just then, Bogie’s muffled voice spoke from my pocket. I glared at Willie. “See?”
 
   She laughed. “You might as well answer it.”
 
   I pointed a finger at her. “I’ll deal with you later.”
 
   She was still laughing when I went into the living room.
 
   “Reed, dear, why won’t you answer your phone?” My mother’s high-pitched voice ripped through the phone.
 
   “I just did.”
 
   “Don’t be fresh,” she sniffed. “Willie told me you were in an accident.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m fine.”
 
   “Are you sure? She said you have a couple of black eyes and you may have had a concussion.”
 
   “Oh she did?” I turned around and glared at Willie again. She grinned at me, then turned back to her laptop.
 
   “I wish you’d consider another profession,” Mother went on.
 
   “Less than thirty seconds,” I said.
 
   “What’s that mean?” she asked.
 
   “It took you less than thirty seconds to make that point. That could be a new record.”
 
   “You’re not funny.”
 
   My dangerous profession was one of three things my mother constantly worried about. The other two were that I was doing drugs, and that I wouldn’t marry and give her grandchildren. I usually teased her about those things, but I was tired and not in the mood.
 
   “What’s going on with you?” I asked, changing the subject.
 
   “We’re fine, dear. Your father’s enjoying some golfing. I’ll bet you can’t do that now, can you? I hear it’s dreadfully cold there.”
 
   My parents had retired to Florida, and although at times I was glad they were far away so my mother couldn’t interfere in my day-to-day life, the truth was I missed them. They had come for a visit this past summer and met Willie for the first time, and it had gone really well. My mother got along splendidly with Willie, which was saying something for Willie, because my mother could be challenging. Sweet, but challenging.
 
   “I know you guys don’t miss the cold,” I said.
 
   “Yes, but we’re thinking of coming for Christmas.”
 
   “Really? That would be great,” I said.
 
   “We don’t see you enough, dear. And we’re so fond of Willie. Why don’t you marry her?”
 
   I choked and coughed.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I croaked. “So when were you thinking of coming?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said, not bringing up the ‘M’ word again.
 
   We launched into travel plans and then she caught me up on what else they were doing. I spent some time chatting with my father and then I hung up.
 
   “Nice conversation?” Willie asked, a little too much sugar in her tone.
 
   “You two are conspiring against me.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, and resumed her work. I watched her a moment, then reluctantly turned and walked down the hall to my office. I needed to call Cal and see if he’d found out anything about who owned U.S. International Realty. But my mind was on my mother’s question. Did I want to marry Willie? Mother had taken me completely off guard, but in truth, I had thought about it myself. I could see Willie and me marrying. She’d been living with me for a while now, and it seemed to be working for both of us. I was pretty sure this was the real deal. But we hadn’t talked about marriage. Maybe it was time we did.
 
   Good Lord, I thought. Had my mother already talked to Willie about it? Is that why Mom had brought it up? If the two were in cahoots, I didn’t stand a chance, not that I was sure I wanted to.
 
   I pushed those thoughts aside and dialed Cal.
 
   “Ah Reed,” he said without any pleasantries. “I haven’t had a chance to do any more research on U.S. International Realty. This client has been on my case all day.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, although I was disappointed and feeling the pressure to solve the case. “I’ve got some other things to look into. Can you check one thing?”
 
   “Sure, no problem.”
 
   “Did Trevor Welch book a flight to Miami anytime in the last couple of weeks?”
 
   “Hold on.” A pause and then he said, “Nope, nothing. You think he went to Florida?”
 
   “I doubt it, but it was worth checking. I’ll let you get back to work then.”
 
   I hung up and was staring at the walls when Willie came in.
 
   “What’d your mother say?” she asked innocently.
 
   I pursed my lips and gazed at her. “What are you two cooking up?”
 
   “I’m not ‘cooking up’ anything,” she said, “just some Christmas plans.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said skeptically.
 
   “Look, Reed, your mother doesn’t need any encouragement from me to pester you about getting married. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   And, of course, I did know that. I suppose there was no reason to feel any “conspiracy”. Willie was a catch, for sure, and she had no need to manipulate anyone into marrying her.
 
   “Okay?” she asked.
 
   I tried to stay mad, but she was so darn cute. “Okay,” I grinned.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Friday dawned sunny and much warmer, a balmy twenty degrees. At least that’s what the cheery weatherwoman said. Then she predicted a high of forty in Denver but ten degrees colder in the foothills. I wondered if she’d be a little less cheery if she had to spend the day outside a cabin in Bailey.
 
   Willie had braved the cold and gone for an early jog. She’d prodded me to join her but I declined and stayed in bed, finally getting up when I heard her come back. I threw on sweats and plodded into my office as I heard her start the coffee.
 
   Quinn had said that their family cabin was located off of Old Stage Coach Road in Bailey. The Subaru had GPS, but the problem was I didn’t have an actual address for the cabin, so I got on the internet and looked up Bailey on Mapquest.
 
   Willie strolled in with two cups of coffee and looked over my shoulder. “Is that where you’re headed today?” 
 
   “Yes, and thanks,” I said as I reached around and put my left arm around her waist. She handed me the cup and I and took a sip. “You make great coffee.”
 
   “Thanks, hon, that’s sweet of you to say. You think Trevor’s hiding out at Quinn’s cabin?”
 
   “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
   “The ace detective goes barreling in after his suspect.”
 
   “And the suspect has a shotgun and blows me away before I can get to the front door.”
 
   “Good point. So what’s your plan?”
 
   “Quinn said the place is isolated and there aren’t any other cabins around, so I think I’ll have to park back down the road and approach on foot. Then I’ll watch and see what happens.”
 
   “Sounds incredibly…boring.” She then leaned in a little more closely. “I don’t work until three. Is there anything I can help with?”
 
   I mulled that over as I stared at the monitor. “Maybe visit Doctor McKenzie? As a nurse, you might notice something I didn’t.”
 
   She crinkled up her lips. “Well, I could go in and say I’m looking for a job. That might open up some conversation with the front desk person.”
 
   “If you think so.”
 
   “It can’t hurt.”
 
   While she got ready, I went into the kitchen and fixed a PB&J and put it in a Ziploc bag. I put chips in another bag, got a couple of bottles of water and called it lunch.
 
   “Okay, I’m off,” she announced when she joined me a few minutes later.
 
   “Be careful,” I echoed her usual sentiments.
 
   “Right back at you.” She gave me a lingering kiss. “Hm, I wonder about that beard.”
 
   “It still hurts to shave,” I said.
 
   She stepped back and eyed me critically. “It could work.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll keep it like this, a few-days-old beard. Makes me look sexy, right?”
 
   “But not like your noir heroes. They didn’t have stubble.”
 
   “Oh, that’s cold.”
 
   She laughed. “See you tonight after work.”
 
   She left and I took a quick shower, dressed in warm clothes and boots, got my gloves and binoculars and stuffed them in a backpack, threw in my lunch, then got some heavy blankets and headed out the door.
 
   ***
 
   Bailey is a small town located on Highway 285 about thirty miles southwest of Denver. Its main claim to fame is the Coney Island Colorado, a 1950s diner shaped like a giant hot dog with toppings. I’d been there a time or two, usually after a day in the mountains. The food was decent diner fare although a bit pricey, the service was sometimes slow, but a chance to eat lunch at that crazy building by a beautiful river was reason enough to stop.
 
   As I drove past the Coney Island, I wished I had something from there instead of my PB&J. But it wasn’t open and I didn’t have time to stop. So I stayed on 285 until I reached Old Stage Coach Road, the turnoff to get to Quinn’s family cabin. As the sun dipped behind some high white clouds, I turned left and drove south along Old Stage Coach. Quinn had told me to watch for an unmarked road that would take me to Payne Gulch Road, but I missed it and ended up back on 285. I backtracked and finally found my way, eventually finding Payne Gulch Road, which followed alongside Payne Creek.
 
   I guess Payne was an important man, I thought. Or woman.
 
   A couple of miles down the road, I slowed and watched for the landmark rock outcropping that Quinn had described. I almost concluded I’d messed up again and passed my turnoff when I spotted it. I crossed a small rickety bridge over Payne Creek and followed a dirt road that had a lot of packed snow on it. Tire tracks cut through the snow in spots where it was deeper. Tall pine trees towered over either side of a road that narrowed to one lane, and I felt increasingly cut off from civilization. Quinn had said that the cabin was isolated, and after driving half a mile down the road, I had to agree. What Quinn didn’t say was that I might need four-wheel-drive. The Subaru had all-wheel drive, but it wasn’t making much of a difference. The snow grew deeper and I worried that the Subaru might get stuck, so I finally pulled over in a spot where the road widened.
 
   I sighed dramatically because, if the odometer was correct, I still had another half mile to go before I reached the cabin. That was a pretty hefty hike in the snow. I’d hoped to get a lot closer before I had to walk. Oh well. I pulled on gloves, grabbed the backpack and the binoculars, and got out of the car. A frosty breeze blew across the road and I shivered.
 
   “Thirty degrees, my ass,” I said to no one.
 
   I zipped up my coat, slipped on the backpack and trudged down the road. It was deathly quiet and a sense of unease wafted over me. Then another gust of wind whipped up, whistling through the trees. Something cracked off to my left and I stopped and looked around. Nothing.
 
   What if Welch was out here somewhere? Or Gus? But I hadn’t seen the SUV, or any other car, for that matter. But based on the tracks in the road, someone had driven on it in the past day or two.
 
   After listening for a moment, I continued on. I was in decent shape, jogging a few times a week to keep in shape, that is, when I felt better and it wasn’t so bloody cold. But I still grew winded quickly. I stopped for a drink and moved on.
 
   It was almost noon when I plodded up a long hill. I thought I heard something again, so I paused and heard only my ragged breathing. Then I was sure I smelled burning wood. I had to be close. I hurried on and as I crested the hill, the road leveled off. At the end of the road sat the Quinn cabin. I ducked into the trees, worried that I might be spotted, then slipped off the backpack and dug out the binoculars. I crouched down and positioned myself next to a large pine tree and studied the cabin.
 
   It was just as Quinn had described, a typical log cabin that sat at an angle from the road, surrounded by pine trees and a grove of aspen, their leafless branches stretching upward eerily. The cabin had vaulted ceilings with a deck that spanned the entire front, and a large window that looked out over Payne Creek. The top of a stone chimney peeked up from the other side of the roof, but no smoke came from it. A blue Dodge pickup truck stood out front, covered with a dusting of snow. Since it wasn’t snowing now, I assumed it was from yesterday or overnight. Welch drove a pickup, so I figured he was there, and he hadn’t driven anywhere today.
 
   I watched for five minutes, scanning the entire cabin and surrounding area. It was absolutely still, as if no one were around. But if Welch was there, wouldn’t he want a fire? I would’ve thought I’d see smoke rising from the chimney. I sniffed the air again, but didn’t get that wood-burning smell again. Maybe it had been my imagination.
 
   After a few more minutes with no activity, I dug my sandwich out and slowly ate it, along with the chips. I washed it down with half a bottle of water, but still nothing happened at the cabin.
 
   “It’s time to make your move,” I chided myself. I had to admit I was worried. What if Welch was inside, did have a gun and shot at me first and asked questions second? That would mean one dead detective out in the pretty white snow.
 
   I scrutinized the road leading up to the cabin, finally deciding that if I stayed to the right, I could sneak through the trees and up to the cabin. With the way it was positioned, I’d be approaching from the side. The only time I would be vulnerable would be when I had to cross the road, but I’d have to risk it. If I made it that far, I thought I could sneak up onto the deck and look around. Easy, right? Then what was that nervous thud in my chest?
 
   I returned the binoculars to the backpack and put it on, and then, marshalling all my courage, I crept out into the trees.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   I moved through the trees with the stealth of a tiger. Then my foot fell through a snow drift and I flailed out an arm and caught a tree branch. The branch snapped and snow cascaded down on me. Okay, more the stealth of a hippo.
 
   I brushed myself off and continued on. As I skulked through the trees, I kept a close eye on the cabin. Still quiet. More slogging through the snow, then I stopped. The cabin was just across the road. I took a moment and caught my breath as I studied the cabin. There was a window high up on the back side of the cabin, but I didn’t see any shadow that would indicate someone was looking outside. Same with a side window. Where was Welch? Was he watching the front door? Or had he left? That seemed unlikely. Maybe he was holed up inside, enjoying some warmth by the fire. If he was by a window watching for intruders and I just couldn’t see him, I was screwed.
 
   I’d delayed long enough, so I finally ran across the road and ducked behind the truck. Good. No shouts from the cabin and no guns firing. I glanced down and noticed a set of tire tracks next to the truck. Someone had parked there recently. My palms grew sweaty. Who else had been here? Gus? I waited a minute and then made a mad dash for the deck stairs. I paused again and crouched down. Powdered snow covered the steps, and boot prints led up and down. And judging by the size of the prints, the boots belonged to someone with big feet.
 
   An uneasy feeling washed over me. Was I running into an ambush?
 
   I pushed my anxiety back, raised up and peered onto the deck. To the left of the stairs sat a long picnic table and benches; to the right sliding glass doors led inside. Heavy curtains covered them. An idea popped into my head. I reached down, scooped up some snow and formed a snowball. Then I tossed it at the sliding doors. The snowball hit with a loud thunk and rattled the glass. I ducked down and waited. Nothing. I made another snowball and hit the door again. No reaction.
 
   Maybe Welch had gone for a hike. Or maybe he was waiting until I exposed my position. I wasn’t fond of carrying my Glock because, as TV detective Jim Rockford had logically explained, “I don’t want to shoot anyone”, but the present situation was making me rethink that. I felt helpless to defend myself. I searched around for a weapon, finally spotting a long tree branch in a pile of firewood under the deck. I retrieved it, and holding it like a baseball bat, I tiptoed up the steps and across the deck to the sliding doors. Another pause, and then I grasped the door handle and pulled. The door slid back. Unlocked…huh. I stepped back. The curtains swayed in a slight breeze, but no one called out. I bent down, pushed the curtains aside with the branch and slipped inside.
 
   I had entered a big open room. To the right was a kitchen and dining area, to the left a great room with vaulted ceilings and a huge stone fireplace with red embers glowing in it. A couch and loveseat sat across from the fireplace, but there was no other furniture. No TV, computer or other electronic equipment. That qualified for rustic in this day and age. But it was warm and dry. Even so, I left my gloves on so I wouldn’t leave fingerprints.
 
   My ears strained to hear anything, but all was quiet except for the faint hum of the refrigerator. I then stole through the kitchen and spied a staircase, so I moved quietly toward it, careful because I couldn’t see if anyone was at the top. I peeked up but saw nothing, so I held the branch in front of me, wishing it were a gun, and headed up. A couple of times the stairs creaked and I halted, but when no one attacked me, I continued on. I reached the top of the stairs, stood on the landing and looked around.
 
   Down a short hallway was the loft that overlooked the great room. A couple of chairs sat positioned near a railing. Even from my vantage point at the top of the stairs, I gazed out through floor-to-ceiling windows that stretched across the front of the house and looked out over snow-covered trees. It was a beautiful sight.
 
   To my right was an open door and I could see a toilet. I poked my head in but the bathroom was empty, with the shower curtain pulled back. Directly across the hall was a closed door. I put my ear to the door and listened. No noise, so I pressed myself against the wall next to the door, took a deep breath and opened it.
 
   No one jumped out, but by now I hadn’t really expected it. I stepped into the gloom and looked around. Squeezed into the room was a dresser behind the door, and on the wall opposite a twin bed sitting under a window that had the shade drawn. Welch was lying on the bed, partially covered by heavy blankets, and it didn’t take an ace detective to know he was dead.
 
   ***
 
   My heart thudded in my chest as I walked over to the bed. Welch was on his back, leaning slightly toward his right side, his open eyes staring at the ceiling. His face was contorted in a mixture of pain and anger. A pillow lay at a rakish angle near his head, one corner of it propped on his shoulder, as if it had been thrown there after he died. I surmised it had been used to smother him. His arms lay on top of the covers, but the sheets and blankets were strewn about his lower body, the rumpled mess probably due to his kicking his feet as he struggled against his assailant.
 
   He was wearing a T-shirt, so I took off a glove and touched his arm. It was cool but rigor mortis had not set in. Conclusion: he hadn’t been dead for very long. I opened the window shade. The view looked out the side of the cabin. I blinked at the sudden light and let my eyes adjust. Then I bent down and studied the body. I’m no forensic expert but I didn’t see any particular trauma around his face or neck. If not for the expression on his face and the disarray of the bed sheets and pillow, I would’ve concluded that he’d died in his sleep. A faint odor of sweat, along with other bodily odors, hit my nostrils.
 
   I’d seen my first dead body, outside of a funeral setting, when Deuce had disappeared, and on my last investigation I’d found a body in an alley. You’d think it would get easier but it doesn’t. I sighed, stood up straight, and put my glove back on, lest I forget it and accidentally leave fingerprints behind. Then I looked around the room.
 
   A poster of the Eiffel Tower hung on one wall, but the other walls were bare. A lamp sat on top of the dresser, along with a glass of water and a couple of prescription bottles, the same as what I’d found in his house. I opened the drawers. The top one held a set of sheets, the middle some mismatched towels, and the bottom two were empty. I turned to leave and spotted something on the other side of the dresser that I hadn’t seen before I’d opened the window shade. I went over to look. Welch’s backpack leaned against the dresser, with its top open. I rummaged around in it. First thing I found were hundred dollar bills stuffed into two envelopes. By the looks of it, thousands of dollars. There was also a note with “drm” written on it.
 
    I sat back on my haunches and mulled that over. Where had I seen that before? Then I remembered. Noel Farrell had written that on his calendar. “drm” Wait. Doctor McKenzie? Could be. I shook my head and stood up and left the room. Now that I knew no one was lurking about, I took my time examining the rest of the cabin. The loft revealed nothing, other than the incredible view, so I went into the bathroom. A couple of towels lay piled up next to the shower, and in a trash can next to the sink were bloody bandages. That reminded me of the ones I’d found at his house.
 
   I hurried back into the bedroom and although I didn’t relish the task, I went back to the body and gingerly lifted the bed covers. Welch was in his underwear and I didn’t see any sign of injury, so I let the covers fall back down over his legs. I lifted his T-shirt but didn’t see any noticeable wounds there either, so I leaned over his body, put a hand on his shoulder and gently tipped him toward me. On his lower left side, a bloody bandage, about two by six inches, was taped to his abdomen. I tried to see through a crack in the bandage, but it was useless, so I laid the body back and went into the bathroom. I found a toothbrush on the sink and I took it back into the bedroom. I turned the body on its side again, and held it with one hand. With my other hand, I used the toothbrush to gently pry up part of the bandage. I saw stitches, some that appeared to have pulled away from the skin. I pulled the T-shirt back down and let the body rest on the bed again. As I walked back to the bathroom to put the toothbrush where I’d found it, I thought about the bandages. The rectangular shape led me to believe it wasn’t a gunshot wound, but rather, a knife wound, or more likely, surgery of some kind. But what? I’m no doctor and biology wasn’t my best subject. What’s back there? Kidneys, right? Liver?
 
   “For crying out loud, Reed, you’re dating a nurse.” My voice boomed into the silence. I took off my glove, pulled out my phone, and dialed her, but I couldn’t get a signal. Quinn was right on that count.
 
   I put my phone away and quickly scoured the rest of the cabin. Welch had stacked a bunch of firewood in a bin next to the fireplace. A deck of cards was scattered on the couch. He’d stocked the kitchen with two boxes of Cheerios, two loaves of bread, peanut butter and jelly, bags of chips and gobs of cookies. The refrigerator held sandwich meats, cheese, a gallon of milk, a twelve-pack of Pepsi and a case of beer. It looked like he was planning to be here for a while. Other than that conclusion, nothing else seemed significant.
 
   I glanced at my watch. Almost one o’clock. Time to make my exit. I went outside and slid the door closed. As I hiked back to my car, I thought about the case and what my next move should be. Noel Farrell had been murdered, and now Trevor Welch. By Gus? Welch also had some kind of wound and Gus had been seen at a doctor’s office. Coincidence? I doubted it. My toes were frozen by the time I reached my car. As I got in and warmed up, I knew what I needed to do. First thing, I’d stop where I could anonymously make a phone call and report the body. Then I figured it was time to pay Doctor McKenzie another visit.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   Once I got back on Highway 285, I had cell phone reception so I called Willie.
 
   “Hey, I’m on my way to work,” she said. “How’d it go?”
 
   “Not good.” I told her about Welch.
 
   “Oh no!”
 
   “Yeah, and that’s not all. He had either gotten into one helluva knife fight or he’d had some kind of surgery.” I described the stitches on Welch’s abdomen. “What would that be? Kidneys?”
 
   “Which side was the incision on?”
 
   “His right.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d bet it’s some kind of kidney surgery, but it’s hard to say for sure.”
 
   “Still, I’ll bet Doctor McKenzie’s involved.”
 
   “I would, too,” she said. “And here’s why. When I went to his office, I overheard a nurse talking to someone about coming there for a surgery and to plan on it taking a few hours. Then she realized I was there and she stopped talking. But Reed, the conversation sounded like she was talking about something more than what a GP would do.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “I think his office is worth a second look.”
 
   “Now who’s the detective?”
 
   She laughed and it cheered me up.
 
   “I’m going to go to his office tonight and see if I can look around,” I said. “Maybe I can find something in his files that’ll tell me if I’m on the right track.”
 
   “Okay. I’m almost to work so I’ll be home late.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   I hung up and thought about Doctor McKenzie. I realized I’d never had Cal work his research magic on McKenzie, so I made a quick decision. Cal lived near Pine Junction, a small town a few miles northeast of Bailey on Highway 285, so I decided to drop by and see if I could get him to look up the information on McKenzie. A few minutes later, I turned off the highway at the traffic light in Pine Junction proper. The town wasn’t much, just a gas station and a strip of stores at the traffic light and houses on either side of the highway. I stopped at the gas station, which still had a pay phone, dialed 911 and reported the dead body. I ignored the inevitable questions of who I was and what I knew, hung up and got back on Mount Evans Boulevard. A few minutes later, I followed a winding dirt road to a secluded house in the trees. It was the perfect domicile for Cal’s personality, and because he covered his tracks so well, it was almost as if he, and the house, didn’t exist.
 
   I parked in front of Cal’s house, got out and walked up the porch to his front door. With some mountain residents, you might worry that if you show up unannounced, the owner may confront you with a shotgun. With Cal, I didn’t worry about that, but I did worry about him rigging the door with an electrical current or some such thing. I’m sure there were security cameras around and that he’d probably seen my approach, but I doubted that he’d remember I was driving a rental instead of my 4-Runner. So I rang the bell, stepped back and smiled. A moment later, his voice burst out from a hidden speaker near the door.
 
   “What’re you doing here?”
 
   “I was in the neighborhood,” I said.
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Hey, it’s cold out here. Let me in.”
 
   “Oh, right.” He’s got a genius IQ but sometimes he acted as dense as a Goofball Brother.
 
   I heard a slight click and I tried the doorknob. It turned and I let myself in, going right past his sparsely furnished living room to the place I knew he’d be: his office. When I entered the room, he was sitting at his computer desk, staring at a huge monitor.
 
   “Have a seat,” he said, not stopping his typing to look at me. “Let me finish this.”
 
   Cal’s office is the complete opposite of mine. Both of ours reflected our personalities, but where mine was a film buff’s dream, his computer room was cutting edge. Cal boasted electronics that he’d made himself and that I would have no clue how to use. He had a hard drive filled with a variety of musical genres that he listened to on state-of-the-art speakers, he watched DVDs on one of his four computers, and he’d recently upgraded to a forty-two-inch screen. Assorted computer stuff, books and manuals were piled against one wall, and boxes of disks, wire, CDs, and other accessories leaned against another wall. It was the same as long as he’d been in this house, only this time it was less dusty.
 
   “Did you do some cleaning?” I asked as I flopped down on his ratty loveseat. That was the same. I waved away a dust cloud.
 
   “Yeah, it was getting messy.”
 
   I had to admit, the room was relatively clean. No dirty dishes or beer bottles and soda cans lying around. I was impressed.
 
   He glanced at me. “Your face looks a little better.”
 
   “You think?” I gingerly touched my cheek. “My jaw’s still sore.”
 
   He turned around and scrutinized me closely. “Not sure about the beard.”
 
   “Yeah, neither is Willie.”
 
   “Go with what she says,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Keep her happy and you’ll be happy.”
 
   “This coming from the guy who’s only had a couple of dates in his whole life, and those were because I set them up for him.”
 
   He raised his hands. “Just because I haven’t dated much, doesn’t mean I don’t hear things.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   He sat back. “I’m sure you didn’t come to ask my advice about women, so what’s up?”
 
   “Trevor Welch is dead.”
 
   He listened with a serious expression while I told him about my day. “I’m going to go back to Doctor McKenzie’s tonight, but I thought since I was around, I’d stop by and see if you could do your research magic on the doc and his practice.”
 
   “And by coming here, there’s less chance that I’d blow you off.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But I have been,” he said, “maybe just a little. I’m sorry. This new client is a bit demanding, but I need to help my best friend, too.” He whirled around and started typing. “It’s Doctor David McKenzie, right?”
 
   “Yes.” I leaned forward and peered over his shoulder. “And thanks.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   Windows opened up on the screen and he hummed as he scrolled through web pages. Then his fingers would fly over the keyboard like a concert pianist. I didn’t want to know what websites he was checking, or what laws he was breaking as he hunted for information. Some things were better left unsaid.
 
   “He graduated from Cornell in 1974, then went to medical school at George Washington University. He did his residency in Los Angeles. Wow, from one coast to the other.” A pause. “Then he worked at a general practice in St. Paul for a while before moving to Colorado in 1986 when he joined Doctor Perry Patterson’s practice. Looks like he took over the practice when Patterson retired.” More typing. “He’s got a lot of money in investments, belongs to the Cherry Creek Country Club. Not bad.”
 
   The Cherry Creek Country Club was one of Denver’s most exclusive clubs, and I’m sure it cost a pretty penny in dues. Even my father, who had plenty of money when he lived in Denver, didn’t belong to that club.
 
   “He’s married, father of two daughters, and he lives in east Denver. The house is fairly new.” He whistled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The house is off of 6th Avenue and Elm Street. It’s huge – a mansion – and it cost him over a million dollars. That’s a big mortgage to assume when you’re almost sixty.”
 
   “Any other debt?”
 
   He shook his head. “A little bit on credit cards, but nothing he can’t pay with his salary.”
 
   “Has the doc been in any trouble?”
 
   More typing. “Nope. No criminal record of any kind.”
 
   I ran a hand through my hair. “So he’s clean in every possible sense.”
 
   Cal turned back around. “At least on paper, it looks that way.”
 
   I thought for a moment. “If that’s the case, I’m going to look like a real fool if I get caught breaking into his office.”
 
   “Reed, he’s probably got some kind of high-tech security system.”
 
   “Want to come with me?”
 
   “No,” he said a little too quickly.
 
   “I know what you’re thinking, that I just don’t want to leave my house,” he said as if he’d read my mind. “But it’s not that. Even if we could figure out what kind of system the doc has, it would take more time than you have for me to figure out a way to bypass it.”
 
   “Then aren’t you lucky.” I grinned at him faintly.
 
   “I’m sorry. You know I’d help since you’re trying to clear your name.”
 
   I sighed. “It’s okay.”
 
   “What’re you going to do?”
 
   I pondered that. “I’m not sure. I’ll see if there’s some way to get in undetected, and if not, I’ll see what I can see. I might be on a wild goose chase.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound very promising.”
 
   “No, but that’s the best I’ve got right now.”
 
   I stood up to go. “Oh, have you found out any more on U.S. International Realty?”
 
   He blushed. “Not yet, but I promise I’ll have something for later tonight, or first thing in the morning.”
 
   I patted his shoulder. “You’re a good pal.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Let me know if you need anything else.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said and let myself out.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   It was dark when I got home. I left the backpack and blankets in the car, and was thinking about Welch and what his death meant as I walked across the front porch and around the side of my building. So I was completely surprised when I barreled into Ace.
 
   “Whoa, Reed, thinking hard,” Ace said with a goofy smile.
 
   “Uh yeah,” I said. “Sorry.”
 
   “You want to go shoot some pool with us at B 52’s?” asked Deuce, who was standing behind Ace. Both brothers were fabulous pool players.
 
   “I wish I could,” I said, and that was the truth. A few games of pool and a beer or two sounded much better than what I had planned. “But I’ve got some things to do.”
 
   “On a Friday night?” Ace said. “That stinks.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’ve got to clear my name.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?” Deuce offered.
 
   “Thanks, buddy, but I don’t think so. Go enjoy yourselves.”
 
   “Okay,” Deuce said.
 
   As I stepped past him, I patted him on the shoulder, grateful for their offer. They headed across the porch to their door.
 
   “Maybe we should’ve asked him if he wanted to watch one of those old movies he likes so much,” Ace whispered loudly enough that I heard him. “I think he’s bummed out.”
 
   “That film-now stuff is boring,” Deuce replied.
 
   “It’s film no-ar,” Ace corrected him knowingly.
 
   That brought a smile to my face as I climbed the stairs to my place. It seemed no matter how many times Deuce heard the term “film noir”, he could never get how to pronounce it. But I had to appreciate that they’d sacrifice a night of pool to cheer me up.
 
   I was famished, so the first thing I did after taking off my coat and gloves was go in the kitchen and heat up some leftover soup. I wolfed it down, grabbed a Coke and went back into the living room where I flopped down on the couch. I took a long drink and contemplated the soda can. Bogie would’ve slugged down something stronger, but I needed to keep a clear head for what I was going to do.
 
   It was only a little after six and too early to visit Doctor McKenzie’s office, so I went into the office and picked a relatively unknown film noir, Nightfall, with Aldo Ray, Brian Keith and Anne Bancroft. It takes place in Wyoming in the winter, and is about mistaken identity and a murder that the noir hero is accused of but didn’t commit. However, due to circumstances, he can’t remember why. It seemed like a fitting movie to watch since, at the moment, I found myself identifying with the plot and snowy setting. And I hoped that fate wouldn’t deal me the same hand as the character in Nightfall. I returned to the living room and started the movie. I tried to lose myself in the story but my mind was on the case. A little over an hour later, Nightfall finally ended, and I went into the bedroom and changed into my Navy Seal outfit. It was getting a good workout this week. I hurried back into the living room, opened the door and was surprised again. Only this time it wasn’t a Goofball Brother but Detective Sarah Spillman.
 
   “What the hell, Spillman, don’t you ever take time off?” I asked.
 
   All I received for that was a slight smirk. Then she surveyed me. “That’s quite an outfit.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m going out.”
 
   “Dressed like a Navy Seal?”
 
   Touché. I pulled off the knit cap and patted down my hair. “Yeah, black is the new black, at least in terms of fashion.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “What do you want?” I was not in the mood to deal with her right now.
 
   “A man named Trevor Welch has been murdered.”
 
   I hoped my face didn’t betray my surprise that she knew about Welch so soon. “So?”
 
   “What do you know about his death?”
 
   I shrugged. “Nothing.”
 
   “Why don’t I believe you?”
 
   “Beats me.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the doorjamb. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “I think you know,” she said.
 
   “How’d you hear about his death?” Smooth, Reed, real smooth, I chided myself.
 
   “Jeffco Sheriff’s Department alerted me. Getting an anonymous phone call about a body in a cabin in the woods is fairly uncommon. And when it relates to another murder I’m investigating, that piques my interest.”
 
   “I’m confused.” I tried to play that up with a puzzled look. “How does Trevor…what did you say his last name was.”
 
   “Welch.”
 
   “Yeah, Welch. How does Trevor Welch tie in with Noel Farrell?”
 
   “Don’t treat me like I’m an idiot,” she said through clenched teeth. “Farrell had a file on Welch.”
 
   How did she know that? “Yeah, but I’m sure Farrell had a lot of files. How do you know there’s a connection between Welch and Farrell?”
 
   “Welch’s file is missing and it’s the only one. Seems a good bet someone took the file to keep me from figuring out there’s a connection between the two.”
 
   I had to work hard that time to not show my astonishment. “How do you know a file is missing?”
 
   My mind raced. She’d made the link between Farrell and Welch, but what else did she know? I doubted she was aware of Gus or Mick, which meant she was still focusing on me, even if she didn’t act like it when we’d talked at the Starbucks the other day.
 
   “On Tuesday, the liquor store near Farrell’s office called to report some suspicious activity around his office. I did some checking around. Your friend Henri Benoit from the memorabilia shop mentioned that he’d seen some strange activity around Farrell’s office.”
 
   Ah Henri, I thought. Your helpfulness did come back to bite me. But I couldn’t blame him for trying to help.
 
   “So we went back to Farrell’s office and checked around. That’s when I noticed that there was one file missing – Welch’s – and a day-to-day calendar that was on Farrell’s desk. Know anything about either of those?”
 
   I shook my head slowly and hoped lightning wouldn’t strike me. “I still don’t understand how you know anything is gone.”
 
   “Little police fairies told me,” she said, the sarcasm thick. “We had documented everything carefully when we searched the office right after Farrell’s murder. We took pictures of the entire office, including his files. When we went back and checked the office and files again, it wasn’t that hard to figure out that a file was missing.”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   She gave me a long, hard look, eyes narrowed suspiciously. “So if I looked around your place, I won’t find the file or calendar?”
 
   “You’re welcome to look around, just show me a warrant.”
 
   “I just might do that,” she said.
 
   And by then the calendar would be gone, I thought. “I don’t have either,” I said, then waited again for the lightning.
 
   She sighed. “This doesn’t look good for you.”
 
   I stared at her, my mind not coming up with any words. I’d already pled my innocence. Repeating it again wasn’t going to do me any good.
 
   “Are you going to arrest me?” I finally asked.
 
   “I don’t have any grounds for that…yet.”
 
   “Then I’ve got things to do,” I said.
 
   I stepped out onto the porch, forcing her to step back onto the stairs. I made a show of locking the deadbolt and then I turned to her.
 
   “After you,” I said, then followed her down the stairs.
 
   I headed to the Subaru and she tramped across the street to her Mustang.
 
   “Watch yourself,” she called after me.
 
   I got in and started the car, then pulled slowly into the street. The Mustang followed. Was she going to tail me the whole night? That would certainly ruin my plans. I needed to find Gus fast, along with the proof that he had killed Farrell and Welch, or I’d find myself trying to conduct an investigation from behind bars. Not good.
 
   I turned onto 17th Avenue and headed to Colorado Boulevard, then north onto Interstate 70. It wasn’t the way to Doctor McKenzie’s office but I wanted to see what Spillman would do. The Mustang stayed with me as I drove east, but then she veered south onto Interstate 225.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief as I took Peña Boulevard, which led to the airport, but I got off on 40th Avenue and circled back under the highway so that I was now heading back south. I watched carefully for tails but there didn’t seem to be any, so I headed west on I-70 back to Colorado Boulevard. It was almost ten o’clock when I parked across the street from Doctor McKenzie’s office.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   Downing Street was still busy with traffic, but it was too cold for anyone to be out walking. I watched the entrance to McKenzie’s office. No one went in or out. Not surprising as it was late on a Friday night. I pulled the binoculars from the backpack on the passenger seat and looked at the office building. The shades were drawn on the front window of McKenzie’s office. I scanned the street side of the building. The few windows I could see were dark as well. The other side of the building faced an alley and I couldn’t see anything.
 
   I set the binoculars down and pondered what to do. I was sure that Cal was right and that the office had a stellar security system, so I didn’t stand a chance of bypassing it. I noticed that the office was bigger than I’d originally thought. Too much office for a general practice? I didn’t remember seeing that McKenzie had partners, but there was one quick way to find out.
 
   I waited for a lull in traffic, then got out, crossed the street and walked past the front entrance. The sign on the door said David McKenzie, M.D., General Practice, and underneath that Stewart Mendelsohn, M.D., Psychiatrist. That confirmed it, just the two of them. But how could I get inside to find out what was going on? I started to turn around to go back to my car when I spotted a dark SUV slowing down behind me. I tensed, wondering if it was Gus, but it turned behind me into the parking lot. Who was showing up at McKenzie’s office at this time of night? The doctor himself?
 
   I continued walking casually down the street, then glanced over my shoulder. The SUV was out of eyesight so I bolted to 22nd, turned right, then hurried across a strip of grass and up to the office building, where I ducked behind some bushes. I flattened myself against the side of the building, and waited moment. Then I made my way in a crouch to the end and peered around the corner.
 
   The SUV was parked halfway down the alley, in front of a set of steps with a metal railing. The headlights were off, and the only illumination came from an overhead light above the back door to the building. The rest of the alley was in deep shadows. As I watched, a woman got out of the driver’s side of the SUV and a man emerged from the passenger side. He walked around the front of the car, and they went up to the door and knocked. They waited, then knocked again. A moment later, someone came down the alley from the other side of the building.
 
   “Oh, you’re early,” a woman’s voice said.
 
   She said something else in a quieter tone, and the man replied, but I couldn’t hear what either said. The woman who’d spoken climbed the steps and I got a brief glimpse of her as she unlocked the door. Average height, shoulder-length hair, and she was wearing purple nursing scrubs. That’s the front desk woman I’d talked to, I thought. She opened the door and all three disappeared inside.
 
   I took my opportunity and slipped around the corner. I crept forward and was about twenty feet from the SUV when the back door opened and the woman who’d been driving the SUV emerged. I squatted down by a nearby Dumpster. At least I hadn’t dived into it as I had on an earlier case. That had been so un-cool, so un-Bogie-like. Not to mention smelly.
 
   The SUV started up and sped down the alley. The headlights were off or else they would’ve seen me. As the car zoomed by, I tried to get a glimpse of the license plate, but with no luck. The SUV turned onto 22nd and was gone.
 
   I peeked over the Dumpster at the back door. What was going on in there – some kind of emergency surgery? But why not go to a hospital? And why did the woman leave? I started around the Dumpster and then saw movement down the alley. I sprawled flat on the cold ground and hoped I hadn’t been spotted. A tall, thin man was walking quietly toward me, carrying a black bag. Doctor McKenzie, I presume? If he looked down the alley, I was sure he’d see me. I tipped my head so I could get a look at him. He paused briefly at the door and glanced around. I willed myself to be invisible. It must’ve worked because he pulled keys out of his pocket and climbed the steps. As he unlocked the door, I could see him. Balding with glasses. He cleared his throat and coughed, then let himself inside.
 
   I got up and brushed myself off. For the third time I started to move forward when another car came around the corner from the other side of the alley. Its headlights were off as well or I’d have been the proverbial deer. I silently cursed as I hit the ground again, then crawled backward until I was safe on the side of the Dumpster. I peered around it, my heart beating loudly in my chest. This car, a beat-up silver Hyundai sedan, also parked in front of the door and a couple got out. They looked younger than the first couple. The man was as big as a defensive lineman, and he dwarfed the woman beside him. They glanced around nervously, then went up to the door, knocked and were let inside. This time I wisely waited. A few minutes later, the man came back outside and got in the car, and the Hyundai sputtered to life. I tried to see its license plate, but again, no luck. Then the driver hit the brakes and the red lights briefly illuminated the rear of the vehicle. I saw the plate number and quickly committed it to memory.
 
   My heartbeat returned to normal. I watched both ends of the alley. A few minutes later, another woman showed up, along with a man in jeans. They hurried up to the door and let themselves in. Who were they? I wondered. Another doctor and a nurse? I waited another ten minutes, then sneaked out of my hiding place and approached the entry, my muscles ready to bolt if the door opened. I reached the entrance and hurried up the steps. If the door opened now, I would have no explanation for my presence. I tried the handle but the door was locked. Figures. I hurried back down the steps and along the side of the building, then paused underneath a large window. I had to stand on my toes to look in, but it was a worthless effort. Some kind of blackout material covered the glass, and I couldn’t see a thing.
 
   Ten feet down was another window. I looked in but it was dark and I couldn’t see anything. I sighed and continued to the end of the building. From there, I could see that the building’s parking lot was empty. Where did the doctors and nurses park? Somewhere on the street so they wouldn’t draw attention to the building would be my guess. What to do next? I could continue to stay in the alley to see when they all came out, but I was freezing. No, not a good choice. It made more sense to go back to the car and move it to the corner where I could see the parking lot entrance and the entrance to the alley. Someone had to come back for the patients, and I’d be sure to see them.
 
   The parking lot was lit by a few overhead lights and I decided it would be too risky to run across the lot to get back to my car. So I made my way back down the alley, hoping no one would come out. I ran across the lawn on the north side of the building, crossed Downing and hurried back to the Subaru. I got in, drove around the block and parked at the corner of Downing and 22nd. I didn’t want to turn off the engine, since the heat was just now warming up, but I had to so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself. So I piled on blankets, hunkered down and waited to see what happened next.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   After ten minutes, I was bored and antsy. I wanted to do a search on the license plate but I worried that my phone screen would be like a beacon in the dark, so I waited on that. At midnight, Willie texted to ask where I was. I shielded the phone screen while I dialed and called her back.
 
   “Hey, I thought you’d be back by now,” she said. “What’s going on? You didn’t get picked up for breaking and entering, did you?” Her tone was part humor, part concern.
 
   “If that had happened, would you come bail me out?”
 
   “Reed…” she said slowly.
 
   “I’m still at the doc’s office. Technically, I’m parked on the street, but I’m watching the office.” I filled her in on what I’d seen and what I suspected.
 
   “They’re in surgery right now?” She was appalled. “What kind of facilities are there?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t see inside. What I did observe was a small team of medical staff show up, presumably Doctor McKenzie and a couple of nurses, and some guy in jeans. Whatever they’re doing, it’s suspicious that it’s happening in the middle of the night.”
 
   “A guy in jeans?”
 
   “Yeah, he didn’t have on scrubs like the two women. Maybe he’s another doctor.”
 
   “Or an anesthetist. McKenzie would need one if he’s doing some kind of extensive surgery.”
 
   “Makes sense.”
 
   “It all sounds risky.”
 
   “Since when does that stop people?”
 
   “You’re right,” she said. “Hey, I just looked up harvesting organs on the internet. Did you know it’s been a huge problem around the world, especially in China?”
 
   “I hadn’t heard that. I remember reading a Robin Cook novel called Coma about that kind of thing.”
 
   She whistled. “The money’s incredible. In China, a person gets paid almost forty grand for the organ, and this one illegal business was charging the organ recipient over four hundred thousand to do the operation.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “If Doctor McKenzie is charging that much, he’s making a small fortune. Although they have a team of people to split the profits with.”
 
   “The money would still add up. In China, they say you can Google ‘harvesting organs’ or similar phrases and find places to sell your organs, but not here in the U.S. I just tried. So who’s setting it up?”
 
   “Good point,” I said. “The doc would need someone to find donors.” I thought for a moment. “Do me a favor, will you? Look up this license plate.” I rattled off the plate of the Hyundai sedan. “You’ll find license plate look-up sites on the internet.”
 
   “Hold on.” A pause. “It’s registered to Hugh Ryerson.” She spelled it. “And I suppose you’ll want to know where he lives, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   She gave me an address in east Denver, not too far from where I was. “You’re not going there now, are you?”
 
   “No, I’m going to see what happens here first.”
 
   “Do you want me to come and keep you company?”
 
   “Sorry, Willie, but I don’t think I could handle the distraction, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I think I know. You’re right. I wouldn’t want to be the cause of your wasting your stakeout.”
 
   I laughed. “I appreciate the offer, though.”
 
   “Okay. Call me if you need anything.”
 
   I thanked her and hung up. The night dragged on. I wanted a soda with caffeine or maybe a thermos-full of coffee, but I didn’t have either with me and then I’d have to pee anyway. Funny how the movies never show the smaller details of detective work, like needing to use the john. I sighed and fought to stay awake.
 
   Traffic died out and the street grew quiet. My hands stayed warm in my gloves, but every once in a while I had to wiggle my feet to keep my toes from going numb. Then I passed the time thinking about film noir that had a surgery connection. Bogie in Dark Passage, where he undergoes plastic surgery to change his appearance. Hollow Triumph, also known as The Scar, where the noir hero assumes another’s identity, right down to the scar on his face. I was entertaining myself nicely when around three, I spied a cop car down the street.
 
   “Crap,” I whispered.
 
   I sank down low so my head was below the windows, my knees hitting the steering wheel, and held my breath. Then I realized that no one outside the car could hear me, so I let the breath out slowly. I stayed still and waited. The night sky grew brighter as the patrol car passed by. I listened for a minute, then slowly edged up in my seat. The cop car was gone.
 
   I relaxed a bit and found myself dozing off. Then another set of headlights got my attention. An SUV drove up to the office building and turned into the parking lot. I glanced at my watch. Almost five a.m. Once the SUV was out of view, I threw the blankets onto the passenger seat, hopped out of the Subaru, dashed across the street and up to the alley entrance. The SUV parked by the back entry, and the same woman I’d seen before got out and climbed the porch steps. The back door to the building opened before she had a chance to knock.
 
   They were expecting her, I thought as I scooted down the alley to my trusty hiding place by the Dumpster. It was only then that I realized how cold and dark it was, that witching hour right before dawn. Fortunately I didn’t have to wait long because the back door opened and the woman emerged, followed by the man she’d dropped off. He was stooped over and moving slowly. The woman and a nurse helped him down the steps and into the passenger side of the SUV. The woman said something in a whisper to the nurse and the nurse ran back into the building, returning a moment later with a small plastic bag. She handed it to the woman, who got in the SUV and started it. The nurse returned to the entry, then looked down the alley, so I quickly leaned back. A moment later, the SUV sped down the alley as it had before, turned on 22nd and vanished. I again didn’t have a chance to see the license plate.
 
   Shortly after that, the beat-up silver Hyundai sedan appeared and the big man – Hugh Ryerson – got out, went inside and returned a few minutes later with the petite woman. She was also walking slowly, the way people move right after surgery. The same nurse helped her into the sedan, and then they drove past me and were gone.
 
   I sat behind the Dumpster and waited. A half-hour later, the back door opened and the team, such as they were, appeared. A woman’s voice drifted over to me, but I couldn’t make out what she’d said. I peeked around the Dumpster.
 
   The man with the black bag was nodding. Then he said, “I’ve got to see Strickland and then I’m going home for some sleep. Well done, everyone.”
 
   There were nods and smiles and they all quietly walked down the alley toward the parking lot.
 
   I leaned back against the building and waited until I was sure they were all gone, and then I ran back to the Subaru. I turned it on and waited a minute, then blasted the heat, nearly moaning with pleasure as the hot air blew on my chilled body. Then I called Willie.
 
   “Hm, what time is it?” she asked sleepily.
 
   “Almost six. Sorry to wake you.”
 
   “It’s okay. What’s going on?”
 
   “Everyone’s gone. The two patients both walked out to their cars. If they’d had an invasive surgery like organ donation and transplant, wouldn’t they need to be on stretchers?”
 
   “Well, yes and no,” Willie said. “If it was kidney surgery, they’d want the patients up and walking around as soon as possible. It helps with the buildup of gas in the system.”
 
   “Huh. Who would’ve thought?” I stifled a yawn.
 
   “But that’s way too soon to have them crawling into cars and leaving the hospital,” she said. “Now what? Are you coming home? You must be worn out.”
 
   “No, I’m going to confront Hugh Ryerson about this whole thing.”
 
   “Right after the surgery, if that’s what really happened?” She was thinking like a nurse, caring for the patient. Admirable, but at the moment I wasn’t concerned about the patients. I wanted to know once and for all what was going on.
 
   “Now’s the time to confront them, when they’re vulnerable.”
 
   “Ah, and they may be more likely to talk,” she said.
 
   “Yep.” I grinned. She was a quick study. “I’ll be home after that.”
 
   “Sounds good,” she said. “Now that I’m awake, I think I’ll go for a run.”
 
   I apologized again for waking her.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll see you soon. Reed?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I know I say be careful a lot, but…be careful. I love you, Reed. You can be impulsive and these people might be dangerous.”
 
   “I will, and I love you, too.”
 
   After I hung up, I thought about what she’d said. I was reckless at times and it had gotten me into trouble. I needed to use caution when approaching Hugh Ryerson, especially because he was a big dude who could easily crush me if he wanted to.
 
   With that thought rolling around in my head, I drove away from Doctor McKenzie’s office.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   Orange, yellow and purple streaked the eastern horizon as the sun came up, and traffic was almost non-existent as I headed north on Downing. I suddenly realized that I needed to use a restroom, so I stopped at a 7-Eleven and used the facilities, then got a cup of coffee. It didn’t match Willie’s, but the caffeine jolt hit the spot. On my way to Ryerson’s house, I thought through a plan. I’d found that if you act like you know what you’re doing, people don’t question it, so I was going to impersonate the law and scare the Ryersons. It had worked before, and I hoped it would be successful again.
 
   Hugh Ryerson lived near Five Points, an area not far from Doctor McKenzie’s office. Five Points got its name because four streets, Washington, Welton, 26th Street, and 27th Avenue all intersect. Many years ago, the diverse neighborhood had been home to governors, aristocrats, and well-known business people. However, when I was growing up in Denver, it had not been a safe neighborhood, with lots of crime and gang activity. In recent years Five Points had experienced a revival as more people saw the older houses as desirable. I turned on 30th and soon arrived on Arapahoe Street, a section of town where, unfortunately, the area’s transformation had not yet arrived. Houses showed wear, needing paint and updates.
 
   I turned onto 31st and saw the beat-up silver Hyundai sedan parked in front of a rundown apartment building. I found a spot down the street and pulled to the curb. This early in the morning on a Saturday, no one was about. I pulled off my black knit cap and tossed it on the passenger seat, ran a hand through my hair, then got out and crossed the street. Somewhere on the next block a dog barked. As I climbed the steps to the second floor, an old Chevy truck rumbled by.
 
   I walked quietly to Apartment 204 and stood in front of the door and listened. The faint sounds of a TV show filtered out, but nothing else. I stood straight and tall, feet spread apart, looking as imposing as I possibly could. Then I rapped my knuckles sharply on the door. Something thumped and curtains in a large window to the left of the door parted and then swung back into place. After a few more moments, the door opened.
 
   The big man gazed at me warily. “Yes?”
 
   “Hugh Ryerson?” I fixed him with a hard glare that must’ve looked even worse with the dark bruises under my eyes.
 
   He hesitated. “Yes.”
 
   “Detective McPherson.” I used the lead cop from the excellent film noir, Laura. I flashed him a cheap badge that I’d bought on the internet before my first case and always carried in my wallet. In the state of Colorado, one didn’t have to be licensed to be a private investigator, but I’d found having a badge sometimes came in handy.
 
   His face turned white. He started to talk, but his voice came out in a squeak. He cleared his throat and began again. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “You were at Doctor McKenzie’s office late last night and again this morning.”
 
   His big body swayed and he almost fell over. “How did you know?”
 
   I waved a hand dismissively. “I’m afraid you’re in a lot of trouble.”
 
   “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.” I remained stern.
 
   He leaned forward and for a brief moment I thought he was going to hit me. But he glanced around and then pushed the door open. “I don’t want anyone to hear.” He jerked his head, indicating I should come inside.
 
   I stepped past him into a small living room filled with a well-worn couch, a reclining chair and an old TV sitting on plastic crates. A small lamp in the corner did little to light the room.
 
   “Have a seat.” He pointed at the recliner.
 
   I sat on the edge of it. He rubbed his hands over his face and sighed heavily as he lowered his bulk onto the couch.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “It was my idea,” he began. “I saw something on 60 Minutes a few years ago about people selling their organs for money, but I never gave it a second thought until recently. We – my wife and I – we’ve been struggling for a long time. Losing jobs, can’t pay the bills, the debt keeps piling up. I didn’t see an end in sight and I was getting desperate. Then I read something online about a girl who needed a kidney and I remembered about the 60 Minutes episode, and I thought that might be the answer. My wife and I discussed it. At first she was against it, but then she lost her job and we had to move here. I was going to sell one of my kidneys, but she said it would be better if she did it because I can get day-labor jobs – construction and stuff – that she can’t.” His voice cracked. “I didn’t want her to go through it, but she insisted.”
 
   “How much did they pay you?”
 
   “Forty thousand.”
 
   I nodded, keeping a straight face. It was a lot of money, but then how does one value one of their organs?
 
   “How’d you find Doctor McKenzie?” I asked.
 
   “I Googled organ harvesting. It took some searching but I found some places in China and India that said they’d buy organs. I knew it was risky but we contacted one of them. Nothing happened for a while, and then we got a call from a guy who talked with a thick accent, Chinese if I had to guess. He said he could put me in touch with someone here in the states. My wife and I talked it over and decided to go for it. We figured that was better than trying to go to overseas. Have you heard about some of those outfits?” He shivered. “Scary.”
 
   “So this guy, this stranger, brokered the deal?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Did he charge you anything?”
 
   He shook his head. “I think the group on this end paid him for the referrals.”
 
   I leaned forward. “What happened next?”
 
   “There were a series of emails and some prescreening forms.” He used air quotes when he said “prescreening forms”. “My wife had to get some tests done and we sent the results back. It must’ve satisfied them because they scheduled a face-to-face meeting.”
 
   “Just like that? Weren’t you worried that they might be the cops or feds?” I asked.
 
   “Well, yeah, but…”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “But?”
 
   “We needed the money.”
 
   “So you met with the doc?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, it was a big guy with short dark hair.”
 
   Gus, I thought. “And he put you in touch with Doctor McKenzie.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Again, how did you know it wasn’t a setup?”
 
   “It got way too elaborate,” he said. “Why make us go through all the tests and screening, and set up a doctor’s office, only to arrest us?”
 
   “The crime has to be committed before you can be charged with anything.”
 
   He went a shade whiter. That thought clearly hadn’t occurred to him. “We needed the money,” he repeated.
 
   “So you met with this guy.” I paused. “Did he give you a name?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “And,” I continued. “You had these conversations about selling your wife’s kidney just as casual as can be?”
 
   “No, it was all in code. The first contact, the Chinese guy, said to ask about the ‘exchange program’. That’s always how it was talked about. And we only said ‘kidney’ once. After that it was the ‘item’.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “That guy called the other day and said they needed the item, and they told us when. I was instructed to drop my wife off in back of the doctor’s office and…” He shrugged. “It went from there.”
 
   “And nothing made you suspicious?”
 
   He shook his head, then stopped. “I did think I saw a guy following us a couple of times.”
 
   “What did he look like?”
 
   “Salt-and-pepper hair slicked back, brown eyes. And he had a big nose.”
 
   He described Noel Farrell. So Farrell had figured this out. But what had he wanted with me?
 
   “What?” Hugh asked. “Was that your partner or something?” He lowered his head. “Oh man, were we stupid.” Then he met my gaze again. “You’re going to bust Doctor McKenzie? And what happens to us?”
 
   “The next step –” 
 
   His eyes widened slightly.
 
   “What?” I said.
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a reflection on the TV screen, a form raising something up. I instinctively leaped up and to my right as a baseball bat hit the back of the chair. I whirled around. The tiny woman I’d seen in the alley raised the bat again, but she was weak and the bat barely made it to waist-level before I snatched it out of her hands. I then became aware of Hugh yelling at her.
 
   “Annie! What are you doing?”
 
   He rushed to her and she collapsed in his arms. They sank to the floor.
 
   “You’re going to pull out the stitches,” he said, tears in his eyes. He lifted her shirt and I saw a long bandage strip on her abdomen, similar to what Trevor Welch had.
 
   “You can’t tell him all this,” she said, then moaned.
 
   “He knows all about it,” Hugh said. “He’s a cop.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, you idiot. A cop would’ve read us our rights and taken us to a station. This guy’s digging for information.”
 
   Hugh stared up at me. “Is that true?”
 
   “I am a detective,” I said. “But I’m not a cop.”
 
   “Why are you here?” she asked.
 
   I hesitated. “I’m investigating a murder.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but…please, don’t turn us in,” she murmured.
 
   I stared down at her. “I can’t guarantee that.”
 
   “Get out,” Hugh snarled.
 
   I’d gotten all I was going to, so I wisely left before he could come after me. Ah, Willie would be proud of me.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   Doctor McKenzie, Gus and whoever else had quite an organization, I thought, as I headed back to the Subaru. And they must be making a mint, especially McKenzie. Cal had wondered about the doc’s big mansion and how he was paying for it. Now I knew. And it was time to pay the doc a surprise visit. If he was as tired as I was, maybe I’d catch him off guard, and I’d get some answers about why Noel Farrell was killed with my gun. I started the Subaru and soon arrived at 6th Avenue and Elm Street, where Doctor McKenzie lived. His house was huge, taking up what used to be a couple of lots. It was two stories, with a stone exterior, lots of large windows and a four-car garage.
 
   I parked in front of his house, walked up a long driveway and onto a porch made of red flagstone. I rang the bell and waited, then rang again. Nothing. I peeked through a rectangular window to the left of the door but saw no movement inside. Then I remembered that McKenzie said he had to check on someone before he came home. I walked back to the car, disappointed. I had really hoped to catch him off guard, as I had with Hugh Ryerson, and get him talking. I briefly considered waiting for McKenzie to return, but worried that I’d fall asleep in the car, so I drove home.
 
   “Hey you,” Willie greeted me when I walked through the door a while later. “You look exhausted.”
 
   “I feel exhausted.”
 
   She was lying on the couch in sweats, reading a book. Her running shoes lay on the floor nearby.
 
   “Good run?” I asked.
 
   “Uh-huh. What’d you find out?”
 
   “Doctor McKenzie is definitely in the illegal organ business, and I think Noel Farrell had it figured out.” I told her about my conversation with Hugh Ryerson. “I still don’t know why Farrell wanted to talk to me, but I’ll bet he was killed because he was going to blow the lid off this illegal business of McKenzie’s. I still don’t know how to find Gus, and I need to find who he’s working for and get proof that he killed Farrell.” I yawned and stretched. “But my head feels tingly and I can’t think straight right now.”
 
   She hopped up, came over and gave me a hug. “How about you take a shower and I’ll bring you breakfast in bed? Then you can crash for a while.”
 
   “That’s very sweet of you to offer.”
 
   We kissed and then I plodded down the hall to the bedroom. I stripped, took a long hot shower and when I came out, Willie was sitting on her side of the bed, holding a plate of eggs and toast.
 
   “This okay?” she asked.
 
   “It’s great,” I said. I sat on the edge of the bed and took the plate from her. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was, and I wolfed it down.
 
   She took the plate from me. “You want anything else?”
 
   I shook my head as I crawled under the covers. “Thanks, you’re the best.”
 
   She smiled. “Get some rest.”
 
   I was asleep before she’d closed the door.
 
   ***
 
   “Reed, wake up.” Someone shook me.
 
   “I just went to sleep,” I mumbled.
 
   “Reed, hon, it’s Cal,” Willie said. “He says he knows who owns U.S. International Realty and that you’d want to know.”
 
   My eyes flew open and I bolted upright. She held out my cell phone.
 
   “I’ve got to get ready for work,” she whispered.
 
   I nodded as I took the phone. “Cal,” I said. I started to rub my eyes, then winced. I blinked hard a few times, then glanced at the alarm clock. Noon. Four hours of sleep. Ugh.
 
   “Sorry to wake you but I thought you’d want to know that U.S. International Realty is owned by Frederick Unger. He lives in south Denver.”
 
   “Hold on.” I grabbed pen and paper from the nightstand and wrote down the address. “Good work, thanks.” I checked the address again. “Unger lives near Doctor McKenzie,” I mumbled. “Coincidence?”
 
   “Huh?” Cal said.
 
   “Nothing, just trying to figure this all out.”
 
   “Let me know if you need anything else.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   “Go get the bad guy. But Reed?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “These guys already beat you up.”
 
   “You don’t have to remind me.”
 
   “You want some help? I can go with you.”
 
   Cal was offering to leave his house to help me? That was huge.
 
   “No, I’ll go visit Unger now, but I’ll call you after I talk to him. If you don’t hear from me in a couple of hours, send the cavalry.”
 
   “Got it,” he said.
 
   I dressed in black jeans, dress shirt and loafers, told Willie where I was going, and rushed out the door, sure I was getting close to figuring out this case.
 
   ***
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I was ringing the bell at Unger’s house.
 
   “Frederick Unger?” I asked when the door opened.
 
   “Yes?” He was short and stocky, with curly brown hair and thick eyebrows.
 
   “I’m Frank Hardy,” I said. As a kid, I’d been a huge fan of The Hardy Boys and I used the detective patriarch, Franklin, as my pseudonym. I flashed my cheap badge.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked.
 
   “I’m afraid there is. A vehicle registered in your company’s name has been used in a crime.”
 
   “A crime?” A bewildered look crossed his face. Then he backed up. “Please, come in.”
 
   I followed him into a foyer and we went to the left through an arched doorway into a posh living room decorated with a leather couch, a loveseat, an ornately carved coffee table and expensive-looking paintings on the walls. A gas fireplace kept the room pleasantly warm.
 
   “Have a seat,” he said.
 
   He sat on the loveseat and I started to sit on the couch, then thought about Annie and her baseball bat, so I sat at an angle on the arm of the couch where I could still see into the hallway.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked. “What car?”
 
   “A black SUV registered to U.S. International Realty was used this last week in a crime.”
 
   “A black SUV? I don’t own an SUV, let alone a black one.” He brushed dog hair off his black slacks as he talked.
 
   I tried not to show my surprise. I gave him the license plate number.
 
   He shook his head. “We don’t have any SUVs.”
 
   I searched his face but he didn’t appear to be lying.
 
   “I followed the car after someone drove it away from a burglary,” I said, thinking that might spur something.
 
   “I don’t know anything about that. Wait.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ll bet my partner owns it.”
 
   “Your partner?”
 
   “Yes. Evan Strickland. He’s the other part of U.S. International Realty. Unger and Strickland, see? Only he’s more of a silent partner, the one with the financial backing.”
 
   “Clever,” I said. He was saying something else, but my mind was on that name. Strickland. Where had I heard that before? It suddenly dawned on me. Doctor McKenzie had said he had to visit “Strickland”.
 
   “I’ll need to speak to Mr. Strickland,” I interrupted. “Is he here in town?”
 
   Unger stopped talking and stared at me. “Sure. He lives in Golden Gate Canyon. I’ll get you the address.” He got up and left the room.
 
   Golden Gate Canyon. Where I’d crashed my car. And where I’d followed Gus after I’d seen him at Trevor Welch’s house. My mind raced. Gus was working for Strickland, and Strickland was connected to Doctor McKenzie. So what was Strickland’s role in all this? Was he the one coordinating the organ donors and finding recipients, using U.S. International Realty to cover his activities? Or was Unger involved and just trying to steer me in the wrong direction? If so, Unger was an incredibly good liar.
 
   “Here you go.” Unger returned and handed me a piece of paper.
 
   “Thanks.” I stood up to go.
 
   “I hope you find whoever committed this crime.”
 
   “I’m sure we will,” I said.
 
   “Did you figure something out? What crime was committed?”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t say,” I said. “But thank you for your time.”
 
   With that, I made my escape before he could ask me any more questions.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   I called Cal as I drove to Golden.
 
   “You okay?” He skipped any pleasantries or the usual jokes.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “This guy Unger says he doesn’t own a black SUV.”
 
   “Well, it’s registered to his company.”
 
   “He says his silent partner, Even Strickland, must own it.”
 
   “A silent partner, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, Strickland is the financial backer. Did you find anything on him?”
 
   “No.” Irritation laced his voice. “They covered their tracks really well. But…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you think Unger was telling you the truth? What if Unger’s involved and he was putting things off on Strickland?”
 
   “That thought crossed my mind,” I said. “But if Unger knows anything, he did a good job of acting like he didn’t. He seemed genuinely surprised that Strickland had a car registered to U.S. International Realty. And there’s another issue.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Whether Unger is involved or not, what if he calls Strickland to warn him that a cop is coming to talk to him about the SUV?”
 
   “You’re a detective, not a cop.”
 
   “I pretended to be a cop.”
 
   “Oh. Isn’t that against the law?”
 
   “Possibly. That’s the least of my problems right now,” I said.
 
   “True. What’s your next move?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” I thought for a moment. Sixth Avenue turned north and looped around western Golden, and I realized I was getting close to my destination. I had to come up with a plan fast.
 
   “What’re you thinking?” Cal asked.
 
   “I need to talk to Strickland and see if I can find out what he knows.”
 
   “And he’ll just tell you this?”
 
   “I’ll finesse it out of him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “This could go two ways,” I said. “First, Strickland doesn’t know who I am.”
 
   “Are you sure? What if he was around when Gus and Mick beat you up?”
 
   “That’s true,” I said. Something in my memory clicked. “Wait! There was another voice in the room besides Gus and Mick. It could’ve been Strickland. But I won’t know that until I see him face-to-face. If Strickland recognizes me, I’ll run.”
 
   “Okay,” Cal said slowly. “Not much dignity in that.”
 
   “Dignity never saved anyone.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “Anyway, if Strickland doesn’t recognize me, he could think I’m a cop.”
 
   “If Unger called him,” Cal interjected.
 
   “Right,” I said. “In that case, Strickland would be wary, and he’d try to hide his involvement in this organ transplant scheme. But if Unger didn’t call Strickland, or he didn’t get hold of him, I could pretend to be an organ donor. And even if Gus told Strickland what I looked like, the description would be different from the man who shows up now, what with my beard stubble and two black eyes. I could also wear my cap to cover my hair.”
 
   “It might work,” Cal said.
 
   I sighed. “It’ll have to.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “I could record our conversation and take it to Spillman. She can follow up from there.”
 
   “And hopefully it’s all enough to clear your name.”
 
   “Hopefully,” I said.
 
   “Keep me posted.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   I ended the call and drove up Golden Gate Canyon Road. The road twisted and turned, and I slowed down. Nerves gnawed at my gut. I didn’t relish the idea of running into Gus or his buddy Mick. I glanced at the GPS. There was another street about a quarter mile from Strickland’s house. When I came to that road, I turned right and parked away from the highway. I spent a few minutes finding and downloading a recording app for the phone, and then I mulled over my next move. I needed to know if Gus or Mick were around, so I figured I would watch Strickland’s house for a bit before I tried to talk to him.
 
   I locked the Subaru, donned my knit cap, silenced my cell phone and walked through the trees. The ground was hard under my feet and here and there I had to trudge through hardened snow that crunched loudly, making it difficult to be clandestine. I finally saw Strickland’s house, a huge, two-story house with a circular drive at the end of a private road. It all seemed vaguely familiar and it dawned on me that I’d been here before. That was the house I’d seen in the rearview mirror the night Gus and Mick beat me up. I was sure of it.
 
   I crouched down and studied the house. Large windows on either side of a humongous wooden door looked out on the clearing. A black SUV sat parked in the circle drive, but I was too far away to read the license plate. Then two men came out of the front door, got in the SUV, and drove down the private road. I sank down low and watched as it passed by. My buddy Gus was driving and Mick sat on the passenger side. I stayed down until they were long gone. I had no idea where Gus and Mick were going, or when they would be back, so I needed to make my move quickly. I hoofed it back to the Subaru as fast as I could, then drove down the road to Strickland’s house. I pulled into the circular drive, got out and hurried to the front door. I got out my phone, selected the voice recorder app and started it, and put the phone in my coat pocket, where it would get better reception. Then I rang the bell and waited, half expecting a butler to answer the door.
 
   I waited and then a tall, bony man in an expensive running gear answered the door. He had thinning gray hair, a goatee and a slightly jaundiced look.
 
   “Yes?” He gazed at me curiously.
 
   “Mr. Strickland?”
 
   “Yes. How can I help you?” Slightly impatient now.
 
   It didn’t appear that he recognized me.
 
   “I was told you can help me,” I said, then watched him closely.
 
   “How so?”
 
   If he was expecting a cop, wouldn’t he have said so? Or if he knew I was the private investigator that Gus had beat up, wouldn’t I have seen something in his eyes? But I’d seen neither. So I went with plan B. Or was it C?
 
   “I want to talk to you about the exchange program.”
 
   His eyes widened in surprise. He glanced behind me, then opened the door wider.
 
   “You’re not supposed to come here,” he hissed.
 
   “I thought –”
 
   “Get in here.” He ordered me.
 
   I stepped inside, my nerves tingly. Now to see where this would lead me. And if I’d have all my organs…
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   We stood in a grand foyer with a twenty-foot ceiling, marble tile floor, and a triple-tiered chandelier. A wide circular stairway on the left led to the second floor. I followed Strickland down a short hall to the right of the stairs and into a spacious den with bookcases made of reclaimed lumber, but with few books adorning the shelves. Strickland walked around a long oak desk and sat in a leather office chair. He grimaced as he got himself situated. Then he waved a hand at a wingback chair across from the desk.
 
   “Sit, sit.”
 
   So I sat.
 
   He tapped his hands together as he stared at me. Then he finally asked, “Did my son tell you to come here?”
 
   I kept a straight face and went along with that. “Yes. I need money fast and he said you could help.” My head was spinning. Who was his son? Gus?
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Sam Spillman,” I said. My little ode to Detective Spillman, although I couldn’t say “Sarah” was my first name.
 
   “What do you know about the exchange program?”
 
   “I know I can sell an item,” I said carefully, “and that I can get a lot of money for it.”
 
   He pursed his lips and nodded his head slowly. “That’s true, if your item is deemed useable.”
 
   “How do you determine that?”
 
   “We, uh…” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “You’ll have to have medical clearance. A lot of tests will be performed on you.”
 
   “Okay, I’m cool with that,” I said.
 
   “We’re not like other places. We’ll pay you a lot of money for your item and our recipients pay a lot of money to us because they’re getting quality. Do you know how some of these organizations operate?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “It’s disgusting,” he said as he stroked the goatee absentmindedly. “They don’t even get healthy people, but drug addicts and such, and then the items aren’t fit for donation. But they harvest the items anyway. And after the surgery, the patients aren’t taken care of. They deal with infections, and there’s no support of any kind, no follow-up.” He jabbed his index finger at me for emphasis. “We charge top dollar, but the recipients in our exchange program are treated well and our donors are paid well.”
 
   “That’s what I like to hear,” I said.
 
   He frowned at my enthusiasm. Be cool, Reed, I thought. Then he paused and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. “Excuse me.” He glanced at the screen, hesitated, then his eyes darted to me and back to the phone.
 
   Was it Unger, I wondered. Had I been made?
 
   “How do you know my son?” he asked.
 
   “I met him at work,” I said, then realized I had no idea where Gus worked, or even if he worked, or if Gus really was his son.
 
   “I see.” He studied me carefully. “What happened to your face?”
 
   I touched my cheek. “Like I said, I need the money. They threatened to break my legs next time.”
 
   “That’s terrible.” He continued to ponder me.
 
   Was he getting suspicious? My gut said it was time to wrap up the conversation and get out while I could. I just needed a little more information. “So when can this happen?” I asked, spurring the conversation forward.
 
   “Why don’t we get started today?”
 
   “Okay. Do you have some paperwork for me?” Good. Maybe I could sneak some pictures of documentation that I could show Spillman.
 
   He waved a hand dismissively. “Why wait? You said you needed money, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Let’s get you to our clinic today.”
 
   “Today?” This wasn’t quite what I planned.
 
   “Why not? We’ve got a recipient in need right now, so we’ll get your preliminary evals done and then get you your money.”
 
   “But,” I hesitated. “I thought you said you needed to make sure I’m healthy first.”
 
   He held up a hand. “We will, don’t worry.”
 
   “Okay, sounds good,” I said, but my stomach did a flip. What kind of tests would they do on me today? “Is your clinic here in the house?”
 
   He laughed, but it held no mirth. “No, of course not. It’s downtown. I’ll have someone drive you to our clinic and they’ll do the tests there.”
 
   “I can drive myself.”
 
   He shook his head, then tapped his fingers. “I’m afraid we can’t do that because, as you must realize, we have a need for secrecy.”
 
   “Oh, right.” I tried to act cool, but more than an inkling of concern shot through me.
 
   “So we’ll have to take you to the clinic and bring you back here.” His eyes narrowed. “You understand.”
 
   “Of course.” But what if they took me somewhere and left me? How could I let someone know where to look for me?
 
   “So, let me make a phone call,” Strickland said as he stood up.
 
   “Great.” Anyone would’ve been nervous to give up some of their body parts, so I didn’t have to fake my edginess. “Could I use the bathroom before we go?”
 
   He eyed me again, then said, “It’s out the door and to the right. I’ll show you.”
 
   I followed him into the hallway.
 
   “Right there.” He pointed to a door just down the hall. “Help yourself.”
 
   I strode into the bathroom and shut the door. Then I stared into the mirror. Was it time to make my escape? Strickland appeared to be alone, so I could just run out the front door. He didn’t seem to be in shape enough to stop me. But did I have enough to get Spillman to believe me that there was an illegal organ harvesting organization operating in the metro area? Probably, but I didn’t have any proof that Gus or Mick killed Noel Farrell, let alone why, and that’s what I needed to clear my name. It looked like I was going to have to see this through, but I’d have to figure out a way to bring Farrell into the conversation and see if Strickland would tell me how he fit into all this.
 
   I heard Strickland talking and I put my ear to the door and listened. His voice sounded muffled, but I caught “get over there now” and “harvest all the organs.”
 
   Good Lord, what was he going to do to me? I thought. I instantly reconsidered my plan. Time to bail out, and I’d find my proof another time.
 
   “Mr. Spillman, are you finished?” Strickland called out.
 
   “Yes, one moment.”
 
   I turned on the water, then pulled out my phone. I started to text Willie but she was at work and didn’t typically check her phone except on breaks, so I called Cal. It went to voicemail. I silently cursed, then tried Ace and Deuce, but neither answered. More swearing.
 
   “Mr. Spillman.”
 
   “Coming.”
 
   I didn’t have any choice, so I dialed Willie, praying that she would pick up. But I knew better. She rarely answered when she was working. I decided to leave the phone on and hope it recorded whatever happened next. I could only hope she would check the message soon and call for help. I put the phone back in my pocket, shut off the water and left the bathroom. I slowly walked back into the office, then stopped short.
 
   Strickland was standing in the center of the room, hands crossed in front of him, waiting. To his left stood Mick. He lips twisted into a dangerous smile.
 
   “It’s time to go, Mr. Spillman,” Strickland said. “Or should I say Mr. Ferguson.”
 
   I mustered up a smile of my own. “Okay, you know who I am. I think I’ll pass on the organ donation.”
 
   I whirled around to run out the front door, but Gus had quietly stepped up behind me.
 
   “Un-uh,” he said, then coughed. I smelled that menthol cough-drop odor. He pulled his coat back to reveal a pistol tucked into his waistband. “I’d hate to use this.”
 
   “These men are going to escort you to the clinic,” Strickland said.
 
   “You mean to Doctor McKenzie’s, right?” I asked.
 
   Strickland’s eyebrows came together in a thin, menacing line. “So you figured that out, did you?”
 
   “It’s not going to do him any good,” Gus said.
 
   “True.” Strickland rubbed his goatee. “Who else have you told?”
 
   “No one,” I said.
 
   Strickland studied me, then looked over his shoulder at Gus. “Make sure that’s true. Just be careful you don’t damage any organs.”
 
   “With pleasure,” Gus said.
 
   “Let me know when it’s finished.” Strickland walked past us, then climbed slowly up the stairs. When he got to the top, he turned around. “I’ve called McKenzie and he’ll meet you there.”
 
   With that, he turned and disappeared down the hall.
 
   If I was going to make a move, it had to be now. I was about to hurl myself at Gus when Mick came up behind me and threw a cloth bag over my head.
 
   I sucked in a breath and got a mouthful of fabric. “Mph,” I said. I reached up to grab the bag and felt something hard press into my stomach.
 
   “Keep fighting and I’ll put a bullet into you.”
 
   “But what about damaging my organs?” I tried to shout, but it came out garbled. Even so, I stopped moving.
 
   “Tie him up,” Gus said.
 
   Mick jerked my arms backward and tied my hands behind my back with rope. I had visions of being taken out into a field and shot, but Mick gripped my arm and propelled me forward. The whole thing felt a bit like déjà vous as they took me outside. Only this time they hadn’t gotten me drunk or made me drive my own car. I stumbled down the porch steps and Mick jerked me up, wrenching my shoulders. I let out a muffled gasp but neither one seemed to notice or care. I heard a car door open and then Mick shoved me into what I assumed was the SUV. I fell over on my side and one of them kicked me in the ass, then the door slammed shut. I managed to sit up, the effort pulling my shoulders painfully. The front doors opened and shut.
 
   “We gotta make sure it’s done right this time, or the boss is going to kill us,” Mick said.
 
   “Don’t worry. McKenzie will take care of everything.”
 
   That was from Gus, who was driving. The car jolted forward and I spread my feet so I didn’t fall over as we meandered down the road, onto 93, and back to 6th Avenue. I was completely blind, had no idea if my cell phone call had continued long enough for Willie to hear our destination, and was fighting hard not to panic. I took some deep breaths, working hard not to suck the bag into my mouth. I finally figured out that little breaths worked best.
 
   “Hey, I could use a cup of coffee,” I said, hoping my humor would calm me down.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Starbucks? My treat.”
 
   “Shut up or I’ll make those eyes blacker than they already are,” Gus growled.
 
   I shut my mouth and waited. At one point I felt my cell phone buzz in my pocket, but I couldn’t do anything about it. But that meant that the call to Willie had been cut off. I sighed and hoped again that she’d listen to her voicemail.
 
   It couldn’t have taken more than half an hour to get to Doctor McKenzie’s clinic, but it felt like a thousand years. We finally rounded a corner and stopped. I heard Gus turn in his seat.
 
   “I’m taking the bag off,” Gus said. “If you try anything, I’ll shoot you dead, got it?”
 
   “Yep, I got it.”
 
   I heard the front passenger door open and shut. Then Gus grabbed the cloth bag and yanked it off my head, getting a bit of my hair in the process. I blinked as sunshine hit my eyes. I looked around frantically. We were parked in the alley behind McKenzie’s office. Gus turned back around and got out. Then the back door opened.
 
   “Come on, get out.” Gus yanked my arm and I stumbled out of the car.
 
   “Ow!” I said.
 
   “Shut up,” he growled.
 
   He stood close behind me and if anyone saw us, I doubted they’d see that my hands were tied. Mick stayed in front of me as we walked up to the entry and knocked. The door opened and the same nurse in the purple scrubs that I’d seen this morning opened the door. She had dark circles under her eyes and she didn’t look happy.
 
   “Hurry up,” she said.
 
   We followed her down a short hallway and then turned right. She waved us through a doorway on the right and we entered a large room with a covered window opposite the door. In the corner was a counter with a cabinet underneath. On the counter were various medical supplies, bottles, and disinfectant. In the center of the room was a long operating table with a folded gown up on it. A chair sat against one wall, medical equipment stood around the table, and a small metal tray on wheels was next to the operating table. Laid out on it were a variety of scalpels and other tools.
 
   I gulped. I was in big trouble now.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   “Get him in the gown,” the nurse said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   She left the room, quietly shutting the door behind her.
 
   While Gus trained his gun on me, Mick untied my hands, then positioned himself in front of the door. Gus turned to me. “Strip,” he said.
 
   I stalled for time. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Mick moved up to me, putting his big nose in my face. “You trying to make trouble?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I just prefer to keep my clothes on.”
 
   “You think so?” His nose touched mine.
 
   Before I could react, he punched me in the stomach. I doubled over and coughed.
 
   “Knock it off, you idiot!” Gus said. “You don’t want to damage his organs. I’ll take care of this.”
 
   Mick backed away and Gus stepped forward. He pressed the barrel of his gun to my temple. “Take off your clothes or I’ll splatter your brains all over this room. And before you ask, the doc will still be able to harvest your organs.”
 
   “Yeah, we don’t want or need your brain,” Mick said.
 
   I tried for more time. “They’ll trace the gun back to you.”
 
   Gus smiled. “It’s Farrell’s gun. Now strip.”
 
   So much for that. I help up my hands. “Okay, all you needed to do was ask nice.”
 
   Gus glared at me as I slowly took off my coat. I laid it carefully on the chair and then started unbuttoning my shirt. Behind me, the door opened and hit Mick in the back. Mick stepped aside and the man I’d seen with the black bag poked his head in.
 
   “Are we about ready?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, Doc,” Gus said. “Just another minute.”
 
   “Well, hurry it up,” Doctor McKenzie said. “We’ve got a recipient coming in for a kidney in an hour.”
 
   He shut the door and Gus gestured at me with the gun. “You heard the man, hurry up.”
 
   I finished taking off my shirt and began folding it up. Mick whacked my hands and I dropped the shirt.
 
   “Quit stalling,” he said.
 
   I picked up the shirt and put it on the chair, then unzipped my jeans and slid them off, followed by my socks. They ended up on the chair as well.
 
   “Underwear, too,” Gus said. “And put this on.” He handed me the hospital gown. And yes, it was the typical gown that tied in the back and left your ass hanging in the wind.
 
   I shucked my underwear and donned the gown. Goose bumps broke out on my arms, part from the chill in the air, more from fear. I was running out of options and time.
 
   “Now what?” I asked.
 
   “We wait,” Gus said. He stood back a few feet, the gun still aimed at me.
 
   I reached around and fiddled with the back of the gown, trying to get it to cover my backside. “So let me guess what happened,” I said. I gave up on the gown and crossed my arms.
 
   Gus leaned against the wall. “I’m listening. This ought to be good.”
 
   “Noel Farrell was hired to find out what kind of trouble Trevor Welch was in and he discovered this illegal harvesting operation, so you had to get rid of him.”
 
   “Big deal, anyone could’ve guessed that,” Mick said.
 
   “Yeah,” Gus said. He pointed to the table. “Sit down.”
 
   Too much of the equipment was on the side of the table nearest me so I shuffled around to the other side, slid up on the table and tried to cover myself with the gown. My back was now to the door and I shifted nervously and stared at the black-out material that covered the window.
 
   “And then I showed up looking for Farrell and you had to get rid of me,” I said.
 
   Gus took a couple of steps to his left so he could look me in the eyes. “We didn’t know how much Farrell told you, so we had to take care of you, too.”
 
   “But I’m still here.”
 
   “Not for long.” Gus smiled. “And wasn’t it nice of you to provide us with a gun so we could get rid of Farrell.”
 
   I wished my cell phone was recording this, but I’m sure it had long since cut off the call to Willie. I wondered about the recording app. Was it picking up the conversation or was the phone too far away now?
 
   “And what about Trevor Welch?” I asked.
 
   “That punk’s about to blow the whistle on this whole thing, so we need to get rid of him, too.”
 
   “You need to?” I was incredulous that Gus would pretend he hadn’t killed Welch. “You already got rid of him.”
 
   “Huh?” His face was blank.
 
   “Come on, Gus. I’m going to die here,” I said. “So you can tell me the truth. You went up to the cabin and you smothered him.”
 
   “What cabin?” Confusion crossed his face. “We tried to find him, but we couldn’t and we sure didn’t kill him.”
 
   “What? You…” My voice trailed off as another piece fell into place. “Of course,” I murmured.
 
   I thought back to my visit to Quinn’s cabin. Another set of tire tracks led right up to the cabin. Footsteps led up to the door. Who could’ve driven up that road and parked right outside the cabin, then walked up to the door without spooking Trevor into running? Not Gus, who Welch was hiding from. It was someone Welch knew.
 
   “Quinn,” I said.
 
   “That’s right,” a deep voice behind me said.
 
   I twisted around and stared over my shoulder. Quinn had quietly come into the room. He stood next to Gus, and I noticed how similar they looked. Same build, hair close to the same color. So when Hugh Ryerson described the guy they’d met in person, I’d assumed it was Gus, but I’d bet it was Quinn.
 
   “You’ve caused us quite a bit of trouble,” Quinn said. He picked up a scalpel from the tray table and moved around the operating table where he could talk to me face-to-face. He twisted the scalpel around as he talked. “And you’ll rue this day. And if you two,” he turned to Gus and Mick, “had taken care of things like I asked, we wouldn’t be here now.”
 
   A missing piece of my memory suddenly came back to me. I’d heard that phrase before. How many people said “rue the day”? “You.” I pointed to Quinn. “You were there when these two beat me up.”
 
   Quinn nodded.
 
   Gus jerked his head at me. “We had to mess you up. We didn’t know what you knew.”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” Quinn said to Gus. “If you hadn’t jumped the gun with Farrell, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”
 
   “We had to get Farrell out of the way.”
 
   “No, I’d threatened him and that was working fine.”
 
   “If that was working, then why’d he call this guy?” Gus waved a hand at me. “Farrell had things figured out and he was going to tell not only Trevor’s mother, but the police, so we had to act.”
 
   “You could’ve let me handle it, but no, you killed him,” Quinn said.
 
   “With Ferguson’s gun,” Mick said. “No way to trace it back to us.”
 
   “And then you go after this guy,” Quinn pointed at me again, “but instead of using your brain to find out what he knew, you try and kill him, too, but you botched it.”
 
   “It needed to look like an accident,” Mick said.
 
   Quinn gestured at my face. “Oh, it looks like an accident. It just didn’t kill him. You said you tampered with the brakes, so why isn’t he dead?”
 
   “We did disable the brakes,” Mick continued. “And we got him drunk and he should’ve crashed. End of story.”
 
   “Then why are we here?” Quinn asked.
 
   “Listen, you punk,” Gus growled. “You were in on it.”
 
   “If I’d been in on it, he’d be dead,” Quinn said. “Too bad I had to check on Dad.”
 
   I stared at Quinn. “You’re Strickland’s son?”
 
   Quinn nodded.
 
   “So that’s how Trevor Welch got pulled into all this,” I said.
 
   “He needed money,” Quinn said. “And it just so happened his kidney was a good match for Dad.”
 
   That’s why Strickland appeared to be in pain. He’d recently had surgery, I thought.
 
   “So you knew Welch had money trouble,” I said. “That night at B 52’s when we talked. You knew everything.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, I played along with you.”
 
   He’d done a great job and he’d fooled me. “But why kill him?”
 
   “Trevor’s conscience got to him,” Quinn said, “and he was going to tell his mother how he got the money.”
 
   “And you couldn’t let that happen.” I glared at him. “So you off your best friend.”
 
   A cold glint flickered in Quinn’s eyes. “Business first.”
 
   “And you went up to the cabin before me,” I said.
 
   Quinn shrugged. “Once you came to me, I knew it was only a matter of time before you tracked Trev down, and I also wondered when he would come out of hiding, so I knew I’d have to silence him. After we’d talked, I went up that next morning. Trev was surprised to see me, and it was easy to take care of him.”
 
   “But you told me about the cabin yourself. And of course, you knew I’d go up there.”
 
   “No one was planning on going up there for weeks. If his body wasn’t discovered until then, the stink would be unimaginable. I figured I’d let you find him and then I wouldn’t have to worry about that.”
 
   “How thoughtful of you,” I said.
 
   Quinn glared at me. “Enough of this. We’re taking care of you once and for all. Lie down on the table.”
 
   I opened my mouth to argue but Gus aimed his gun at me. I swung my legs around, put my feet at one end of the table and laid back. A flimsy sheet covered the table, but cold seeped through, and I shivered. Or maybe that was my fear.
 
   Quinn pulled up railings on either side of the table. “Help me tied his arms to those,” he said to Mick.
 
   Mick stepped over, pulled from his pocket the rope that I’d been tied with before and handed it to Quinn. Then Mick pulled another length of rope from his other pocket. Be prepared, I thought. Only I wasn’t dealing with a Boy Scout. Mick securely tied my left arm to the railing, and Quinn tied my right. Only Quinn used what was derisively called a “granny knot” and it was looser than the one that Mick had tied. Apparently Quinn had never been a Boy Scout.
 
   “Good,” Quinn said. He stared down at me. “I’ll be back with the doctor. If you believe in God and confessing your sins before you die, you better get started.”
 
   With that, he set the scalpel back on the tray table and left the room.
 
   I stared up at the ceiling and started to pray.
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   I had plenty of sins to confess, but what was going through my mind was, “I pray that Willie got the phone call.”
 
   “I can’t stand that guy,” Gus interrupted my thoughts. He was staring at the door.
 
   “Thinks he knows everything,” Mick said.
 
   While they groused to each other, I glanced around. Mick had tied my hands well, but I could still move them. I reached out and tried to grab the scalpel from the tray table, but I couldn’t quite get it. Then I ran out of time.
 
   The door opened and Doctor McKenzie entered, followed by the guy in jeans who’d been here overnight. Behind him came the nurse in purple who’d let us in earlier, and the other nurse who’d also been here during the night. They all wore scrubs, and they all looked tired. Not good when you’re about to perform surgery. But then, they didn’t expect me to live, so what did it matter?
 
   One of the nurses went to a cabinet in the corner, picked up a vial and then filled a syringe with the liquid. When she finished, she set it down and waited. The nurse in purple turned on a machine near the head of the table, then checked some gauges on it. The man, who I assumed was the anesthetist, inspected a different machine. I was relieved to see that they planned to use anesthesia. At least they weren’t going to torture me before they operated on me.
 
   “Doc,” Gus said. “We gotta make sure he hasn’t told anyone about all this.”
 
   McKenzie gazed at Gus for a long moment. “Fine, then.” He turned to the guy in jeans. “Paul, we’ll hold off on the anesthesia.”
 
   I swallowed a lump in my throat. So much for not torturing me.
 
   Paul backed up and crossed him arms. Now I knew who he was: the anesthetist. Why that seemed important right now, I did not know. 
 
   McKenzie approached the table and looked down on me. “I hope you don’t plan to give us trouble.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll be the model patient,” I said.
 
   He reached out to lift the gown and I butted him with my forehead. He saw it coming and ducked to the left, but I still gave him a glancing blow to the side of his head. I struggled to head-butt him again.
 
   “Damn it!” He put a hand to his head. “Hold him down!”
 
   Gus and Mick rushed up. Gus put his gun to my temple.
 
   “Don’t move,” he snarled.
 
   Both of the nurses gasped. Paul swore and the nurse at the head of the table stepped back to the wall.
 
   “Stop that,” McKenzie snapped at Gus. “You’re scaring everyone. I said hold him down.”
 
   I kicked my feet out and caught Mick on the side. He grunted, then grabbed my legs and pinned them to the table with his big body. Gus rushed around to the head of the table, pushed between some medical equipment, tucked his gun in his waistband, and then wrapped his arms around my neck. I tried to bite him but he pushed a thick forearm under my chin and I gnawed air.
 
   McKenzie waved at the nurse who’d prepared the syringe. “Get the sedative.”
 
   She nodded, snatched the syringe off the counter and approached the table. I bucked my torso and twisted as much as I could. The nurse hesitated.
 
   “Come on,” McKenzie said.
 
   She moved up to the table. McKenzie held my arm. She held up the syringe and flicked it with her finger. Then she lowered it. It seemed like slow motion as the needle came toward my arm. Then the door swung open and Quinn stuck his head in.
 
   “Doc, we got a problem.”
 
   “What?” McKenzie let go of my arm and whirled around.
 
   “Someone’s banging on the front door.” Quinn ran off.
 
   “Who could that be?” McKenzie cursed, then strode after Quinn.
 
   Everyone else in the room remained frozen in place. Then I came to my senses.
 
   “Hey!” I shouted. “Help me!”
 
   Gus smacked me in the face. “Shut up.”
 
   I shouted again and Gus threw his hands over my mouth. He was so close I once again got a whiff of his Sucrets breathe.
 
   “Get me a towel or something,” Gus said.
 
   Paul sprung into action. He opened the cabinet, took out a white towel and tossed it to Gus, who shoved it in my face.
 
   “Mph,” I said as I struggled to breath.
 
   Over the commotion, I thought I heard a sharp pop. Then I did hear a shout.
 
   “Go see what’s going on,” Gus said to Mick.
 
   Mick nodded. He let go of my legs and I kicked at him but missed. He ran out the door.
 
   Gus jerked his head at the nurse with the syringe. “Get that damn needle in him,” he snarled.
 
   “I…” She hesitated.
 
   Gus cursed at her, but still she didn’t move.
 
   Then footsteps pounded outside and Mick flung the door open.
 
   “It’s the cops!” he hissed. “Get out of here!” He waved at Gus. “Knock him out and we’ll sneak him out the back.”
 
   “What about McKenzie?” Gus asked.
 
   “He’s keeping the cops busy out front, so we gotta go now!” Mick said.
 
   “I’ll take care of this.” Gus pushed down hard on the towel over my face. “Get the car started and open the back door.”
 
   The room erupted into chaos. The nurse in purple barreled into the equipment as she tried to run, then tripped and fell to the floor, knocking Paul down in the process. He stumbled to his feet and the two of them staggered over each other on their way out the door. The nurse with the syringe came to her senses, dropped the syringe, and started around the end of the bed. I kicked out my foot and hit her in the stomach. She went down hard, then crawled on her knees across the floor and into the hallway. Gus finally let go of my face and I popped my head up, connecting solidly with his chin. He dropped to the floor and his head hit with a loud crack. He moaned once and lay still. 
 
   For the moment, I was alone, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before Mick came back. There was no way Quinn and his gang could allow me to live because I knew everything. I reached out for the scalpel again but I couldn’t get it, so I pulled against the ropes. My right arm wasn’t tied quite as tight as the left, so I frantically pulled against the rope and it finally gave a bit. I struggled and my wrist slipped out of the rope.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   My elation was short-lived. I sat up and tried to get the rope on my left wrist untied, but it wouldn’t give. I reached for the scalpel just as the door opened again and Quinn rushed in. His eyes darted to me, then to Gus lying on the floor. He launched himself at me and I dove to the side and slipped off the table with him on top of me and with my left hand still tied to the railing. The tray table fell over, sending tools and the tray all over. My left arm was still tied to the railing and I ended up sitting on the floor with my arm above my head. Quinn scrambled to his knees and dove at me. He hit me full on and my shoulder wrenched at a funny angle. I yelled in pain and tried to push away from him. I flung out my free hand and found a scalpel on the floor. Quinn punched me in the side as I stabbed him in the thigh with the scalpel.
 
   He screamed and pushed backward, then yanked out the scalpel.
 
   “I’m going to kill you with this,” he snarled.
 
   As he came toward me, I snatched up the tray and swung it at him. It hit him squarely on the head. That stopped him. He wavered woozily and I hit him again. He toppled over.
 
   I snatched the scalpel from his hand, sliced the rope that held my left arm and I was free. I staggered to my feet and ran out of the room, the gown flapping around me. I looked left. There were two more doors, but neither appeared to be an exit, so I went right. Down the end of the hall was a door that led to the lobby, so I headed that way. As I passed the short hallway that led to the back alley, a shadow slammed into me. I’d forgotten about Mick. We crashed into the wall and all the air left my lungs. I sank to my knees, gasping for breath, then began crawling away.
 
   “Got you,” Mick said as he held onto my leg.
 
   I twisted away from him and pushed myself up, but he clutched at my gown, getting a piece of it in his hand. I jerked backward and tumbled back onto him, my bare backside in his face. He grunted and pushed me away. Then shouts filled the hallway.
 
   “Police! Freeze!”
 
   I got to my knees and held up my hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mick raise his hands as well.
 
   Spillman stood at the end of the hall, her pistol aimed at us. I saw her partners, Ernie Moore and “Spats” Youngfield, behind her, along with a couple of uniformed cops.
 
   “Don’t move,” she said as she edged down the hall.
 
   “There’s two more in that room,” I said and turned to point.
 
   She signaled to Moore. “Go check it out.”
 
   He and Youngfield hurried down the hall past me. I heard Moore snicker as he went by.
 
   Spillman kept her gun on Mick. “Arrest him,” she said to the uniforms. They came forward and performed that duty.
 
   “Am I under arrest, too?” I asked, completely surly.
 
   “Relax, Ferguson,” Spillman said. “We’re not after you.”
 
   “Isn’t that nice.” I sat back and suddenly became aware of my state of undress. I tried to tuck the gown around me. “I apprehended three of them. A nurse and an anesthetist ran out the back.”
 
   “Yeah, we got them. We’re not completely incompetent.”
 
   A commotion erupted in the lobby and Willie appeared in the doorway, but a uniformed cop was holding her back. “I called the police and told them what was happening here,” she yelled, “so the least you can do is let me see if my boyfriend is all right.” Anger and indignation echoed throughout the hall.
 
   “It’s okay, let her in,” Spillman called out.
 
   Willie pushed past the uniform and sprinted toward us.
 
   “Reed!” she yelled. She fell to her knees and hugged me. “Are you all right? They didn’t hurt you, did they?”
 
   “I’m okay,” I said. “A little bruised.”
 
   “Thank God.” She hugged me again and began to cry. “When I listened to your message, I called Spillman, but I was worried we wouldn’t make it in time.”
 
   “You didn’t have any time to spare, that’s for sure,” I said.
 
   She wiped at her eyes, and for the first time, noticed that I was nearly naked.
 
   “You don’t look very much like a noir hero,” she said, trying to hide a smile.
 
   Spillman put a hand over her mouth to cover her own laughter.
 
   I struggled to my feet, tried to cover my ass, then mustered up as much dignity as I could. Dignity may never have saved anyone, but I still wished for some right now. “Help me get my clothes, please.”
 
  
 
  



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
   Spillman was kind enough to let me get dressed, although we had to wait until Moore, Youngfield and the other uniforms arrested Quinn, Gus and Mick and escorted them away. Then she followed me into the operating room and watched while Willie stood in the doorway.
 
   “How about a little privacy?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve already seen it,” Spillman said, trying hard to keep a straight face.
 
   “What? You think I’m going to tamper with evidence?” I barked as I pulled on my underwear and then my pants.
 
   “I wouldn’t put anything past you,” Spillman said.
 
   I didn’t have an answer to that. I threw off the gown, put my shirt and shoes on, then Willie and I walked with her back into the lobby.
 
   “I need some time with Reed,” Spillman said to Willie.
 
   “Uh, sure.” Willie squeezed my hand. “I’ll be waiting in the car.”
 
   She left and I suddenly felt weak-kneed and my head was pounding, so I sat down. Spillman leaned against the wall and crossed her arms.
 
   “How’d you end up here?” she asked, her face impassive.
 
   I took a moment to gather my thoughts, and then I began. As I talked, all the events of the past few days seemed to meld together.
 
   “And how did you make the connection between Gus and Strickland?” she asked at one point.
 
   “I noticed Gus hanging around Trevor Welch’s house and I followed him.” That was true. It left out a lot more than it explained, but I couldn’t admit to breaking and entering into Farrell’s office and Welch’s house. Although since Welch’s house was unlocked, it technically wasn’t breaking and entering, just entering.
 
   “And you don’t know anything about the missing file from Farrell’s office?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Disbelief flickered across her face. “It doesn’t matter,” she finally said. “We figured out the file was for Welch and that led us back to his mother. And when someone,” she emphasized the word ‘someone’, “reported Welch’s body, we interviewed the cabin owner.”
 
   “Strickland.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you hadn’t made the connection between Strickland and Doctor McKenzie.”
 
   “No,” she said. “But you did, and I want to know how.”
 
   “I followed Gus here.” I again decided to leave out some details, like that Ace was the one who followed Gus to McKenzie’s office. If she had to talk to a Goofball Brother, I wasn’t sure who would be more confused: Ace, because that was his natural state, or her as she would try to follow Ace’s muddled train of thought.
 
   “Gus could’ve been a patient here,” she said.
 
   “True, but he wasn’t.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   I didn’t know, but again, I couldn’t tell her what I did know, and I couldn’t bring Cal into this. “I asked around,” I said evasively. “And I had connected Welch to Gus, and Gus had been to McKenzie’s office, so I checked out the office.”
 
   “You staked it out.”
 
   “Is that against the law?”
 
   “No,” she said slowly. I’m sure she was also wondering what laws I had broken and hadn’t told her about.
 
   “And that’s when I saw the suspicious activity during the night, and I heard McKenzie say he needed to check on Strickland, and I found out the car Gus was using belonged to Strickland, so I ended up there…and then here.”
 
   I left out the part about the Ryersons because I really didn’t want to get them in more trouble than they already were. In all likelihood, Anna was going to need more medical care, and they would have to tell someone what they’d done. But that could be on their terms.
 
   Spillman sighed. “If you had shared what you knew,” she waved a hand in the air, “we could’ve saved you all this trouble.”
 
   “I didn’t have proof of anything,” I said. “And I couldn’t wait on you guys.”
 
   “I’ve told you before, I have to operate within the law,” she said. “And when evidence is stolen, that hampers our investigation.”
 
   That was all true, and we’d had that conversation before. I shrugged. “I had to clear my name.”
 
   “Are you admitting you took evidence from Farrell’s office?”
 
   “No,” I said, looking her in the eye.
 
   She knew I was lying, but she let it go. “You could’ve been killed.”
 
   I shrugged. “That wasn’t part of my plan.”
 
   We sat in silence for a minute.
 
   “What’s your plan?” I asked. “Am I under arrest?”
 
   “We’ve got to interview Quinn and the others, and I’ve sent someone to arrest Strickland. But,” she sighed heavily, “since Gus told you he killed Farrell, he’ll probably try to cut a deal.”
 
   I snapped my fingers. “Hey! I recorded them.” I pulled out my phone and hit the ‘play’ button on the recording app. Strickland’s voice filled the room. We listened for a minute.
 
   “I’ll need that.” She held out a hand.
 
   I reluctantly surrendered the phone. “When can I get it back?”
 
   “I’ll bring it back later.”
 
   “As soon as you can. Please.”
 
   “So I can go now?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   “I’ll wait breathlessly,” I said, then moved toward the door.
 
   “Hey, Ferguson.”
 
   I turned to look at her. “Next time keep your pants on.”
 
   “Ha ha,” I said.
 
   I walked out and the door shut behind me, cutting off her laughter.
 
   ***
 
   A few days later, I’d recuperated and Willie and I decided that a small celebration was in order, so we invited our friends to B 52’s for some burgers, beer and pool. It was just the kind of relaxation I needed.
 
   “What happened to those thugs?” Bob asked after we toasted my freedom.
 
   “I recorded a good bit of what happened,” I said. “Enough to worry them all. Gus cut a deal, just like Spillman said he would. That way he won’t face the death penalty. The others are facing some serious jail time, too.”
 
   Willie put her arm around me. “That thug gave up the others to save his own skin. What a coward.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m glad he did,” I said. “Otherwise I would still be a suspect.”
 
   Cal sat down on the other side of Willie. Yes, Cal had come out of hiding for the evening and seemed to be enjoying himself.
 
   “Man,” he said, drawing the word out, “when you went to Strickland’s and didn’t call me back, I was sure I was going to have to come rescue you.”
 
   I stared at him. “Rescue me? You?”
 
   I was teasing Cal because after he’d called me and got my voicemail, he told me that he’d repeatedly called Willie until she answered. That had gotten the ball rolling. He was even going to come down to Denver to help, until Willie listened to my message and called the police.
 
   “Yes,” Cal said. “I was headed out the door when Willie called and said to stay put.”
 
   “So she rescued me.” I grinned.
 
   Cal chuckled. “I’m glad she did because I didn’t know what I was going to do.” Rare words from him. Almost as rare as him coming out of his sanctuary in the mountains to join us.
 
   Willie lightly punched me. “Stop teasing him.” Then she put her other arm around Cal. “I’m so glad you came tonight.”
 
   He blushed. “Yeah, well, I guess Reed’s worth it.”
 
   Just then, Henri Benoit walked up to me.
 
   “Henri, I’m so glad you could join us.” I stood up and introduced him to Willie and my friends.
 
   “I am glad that you are not in trouble anymore,” Henri said. Then he introduced a woman, no more than five feet tall, to Willie and Cal. “This is my wife, Evaline.” Her long silvery hair was pulled into a bun and a twinkle lit up her mocha eyes.
 
   “Ah, Reed, it is good to see you,” Evaline said as she tip-toed kiss both my cheeks in European fashion. “It is so noisy in here, not our cup of tea, but I wanted to meet this girlfriend of yours.” She smiled at Willie.
 
   “It’s so nice to meet you,” Willie said.
 
   Willie and Evaline started chatting as if they’d known each other for years.
 
   “Your Willie, she is charming,” Henri murmured in my ear.
 
   “Yes, she is,” I said.
 
   “You are going to marry her, yes?”
 
   Had he been talking to my mother?
 
   “I think it’s a good possibility,” I admitted.
 
   “You would be a fool not to! I can tell she loves you very much,” Henri said.
 
   I smiled and looked at the floor. Then I changed the subject and we talked about old movies. Soon, Henri and Evaline said their goodbyes. The noisy bar really was too much for them, but I was touched and honored that they had taken the time to come celebrate with me. And I was pleased that they both liked Willie, and she liked them.
 
   “Hey, Reed.” Deuce tapped me on the shoulder. “We’re going to play some pool. I’ll play Bob first and then you’re next.”
 
   “It’s a deal,” I said. 
 
   My cell phone rang and I glanced at it.
 
   “Who is it?” Willie asked.
 
   “My mother.” I started to put the phone back in my pocket.
 
   “Don’t ignore her,” Willie said.
 
   “Have you been conspiring with her again?”
 
   “Moi?” She put a hand over her heart. “Only to tell her I’d make sure you let her know how you’re doing. She worries about you.”
 
   “So the answer is ‘yes’.”
 
   “ ‘Conspiring’ is such a negative term, Reed. We chat, that’s all.”
 
   I sighed and answered the phone.
 
   “Reed, sweetheart, how are…what’s that noise? What’s going on?” my mother said, the words coming fast and furious. “I can’t hear a thing. Are you having a party?”
 
   “You could say that,” I said.
 
   Deuce leaned across the table. “We’re celebrating!” he said a little too loudly.
 
   “What’re you celebrating?” Mother asked.
 
   “He’s not going to jail!” Ace piped in.
 
   “Ace,” I hissed.
 
   “What? Jail?” I could hear the instant worry in her voice.
 
   “It’s nothing,” I said.
 
   “Paul!” Mother called to my father. “Your son’s going to jail.” Then to me, “I knew it! This detecting business has gotten you into trouble, hasn’t it?”
 
   “Just the opposite,” I said. “It’s kept me from going to prison.”
 
   “Prison? Paul, did you hear that?”
 
   There was a rattling on the other end of the line and then my father’s gruff voice came to me. “Son, what is going on?”
 
   I could picture him in his shorts, ready to go sit on the lanai with an after-dinner drink.
 
   “It’s all okay, Dad.” I sighed. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to worry you.”
 
   He sighed elaborately. “It’s too late for that. At least for your mother.”
 
   What else was new?
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Sweet Smell of Sucrets. If you enjoyed it, would you please write a review? You have no idea how much it warms my heart to get a new review. And this isn't just for me. Think of all the people out there who need reviews to make decisions, and you would be helping them.
 
   You are awesome for doing so, and I am Grateful to you! Just follow this link to be taken to the review section: http://amzn.to/1zJs0t9.
 
    
 
   For news about new releases, books sales and free stuff, sign up for Renée’s email list (I promise I will never share your email): http://eepurl.com/B0fEH. If you sign up, you’ll be contacted when the next Reed Ferguson mystery, The Third Fan, is released.
 
    
 
   More on the author at the end of this ebook.
 
    
 
   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
 
   Detective Sarah Spillman appears in three short stories that you can read in the short story collection, Take Five. It also includes a Reed Ferguson short story, Elvis And The Sports Card Cheat. You can also buy the stories separately.
 
    
 
   Purchase Take Five here: http://amzn.to/14iNQCA.
 
    
 
   Purchase Seven for Suicide here: http://amzn.to/1kIvesw
 
   Purchase Saturday Night Special here: http://amzn.to/1icGeuU
 
   Purchase Dance of the Macabre here: http://amzn.to/1nicv4r
 
    
 
   Turn the page for a sample of the next Reed Ferguson mystery, THE THIRD FAN!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The Third Fan is another winner in the consistently outstanding Reed Ferguson mystery series.
 
    
 
   Renée Pawlish has written perhaps the best book of the Reed Ferguson series with The Third Fan. Usually series start to peter out after 4 or 5 books, but I can honestly say that this series just gets better.
 
    
 
   THE THIRD FAN SAMPLE
 
    
 
   I thought about Charlie Preston as I walked into his luxury high-rise condo in the Ballpark neighborhood just northwest of downtown Denver. Charlie was the second baseman for the Colorado Rockies. He’d struggled for a few years in the minors before making it to the big leagues, and now he was in the midst of a splendid sophomore season. It was a Friday in mid-June, and there was talk that he might be in for a big contract if he continued to perform well. He was young and good-looking, with a bright future, and living the dream. He was also suspected of murder, and he’d called me, Private Investigator Reed Ferguson, for help. I’ve been in business for a few years, have handled a number of cases and have the scars to prove it. I didn’t know if this case would be as dangerous as some of the others, but it was certainly higher-profile.
 
   I took the elevator to the penthouse, walked down a short hall and knocked on a solid oak door. A moment later, a muscular guy with long, wavy brown hair, blue eyes and a square jaw opened the door.
 
   “Reed Ferguson,” he said as he held out a hand. “I’m Charlie. Thanks for coming.”
 
   It was decorated in a modern style, with two white couches facing each other and glass-topped coffee and end tables. There wasn’t a knick-knack in sight or anything that spoke to his personality, other than two baseball bats propped in the corner. Oversized windows framed a stunning view of the Rocky Mountains, the late evening sun turning the sky over the peaks a purple-orange.
 
   “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to one of the couches. “You find the place okay?”
 
   “Yes.” I took in the view for a moment, then sat down. The cushions were hard and uncomfortable. 
 
   Charlie perched on the edge of the couch across from me and rested his elbows on his knees. “So.” He tapped his fingertips together and let out a long, heavy sigh. “What do you know?”
 
   “Just what I’ve seen on the news,” I said. “A man named Pete Westhaven was shot in his apartment in south Denver last night. Early this morning, you were questioned about his murder. You haven’t been charged yet, but while the investigation goes on, you’ve been temporarily suspended from the Rockies. That’s it.”
 
   He kept tapping his fingers. “That’s what was in the news.”
 
   “Tell me what wasn’t,” I said.
 
   He grimaced. “Pete and I have – had – been friends since high school. We played football and baseball together, and then we both got baseball scholarships to Florida State. Only he lost his scholarship after his freshman year.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He wasn’t as good as I was,” he said matter-of-factly, “and he liked to party. So he got cut from the team.”
 
   “But you remained friends.”
 
   “Yeah. I got drafted after my sophomore year and decided to leave school. I played a few years in the minor leagues, and he finished his degree in sports management, then worked odd jobs back in Florida while he tried to get a job with a team somewhere. When I got called up last year to play for the Rockies, he moved up here and I got him a job in the clubhouse.”
 
   “Did you see him a lot?”
 
   He nodded. “When I was in town. He didn’t travel with the team.”
 
   “Did you hang out together?”
 
   Another nod. “We hit the bars some, played some golf, drank some beers here or at his place.”
 
   “And now he’s gone.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   “Why do the police think you killed him?”
 
   “For one, they said people heard us arguing.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   He eyed me carefully. “My parents say you can be discreet.”
 
   I nodded. “That’s true.”
 
   I’d come recommended. Charlie was from Florida, and his parents still lived there. They golfed with my parents, who had retired to the Sunshine State. The minute the story broke that Charlie had been questioned for murder, my mother had called Charlie’s mother and told her I could help. It wasn’t the first time I’d helped friends of my parents. Right before my first official case, I had helped a wealthy friend of my father track down an old business partner. I appreciated my mother’s faith in me, especially since she loathed my chosen profession because of its inherent dangers and never failed to mention it when she had a chance. How much I could help Charlie remained to be seen, but when he called earlier in the evening, I decided to go over and see what he had to say.
 
   “What I say stays here,” Charlie said. “You can’t go to the press.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   His lips pressed into a hard line, then he sighed again and said, “We were arguing about steroids.”
 
   “As in…” I let my voice trail off.
 
   “As in he was supplying me with them.”
 
   I kept a straight face, but I was surprised. I’d been following his career and thought it was cool that he’d been doing so well. To hear that he was cheating to do so was disappointing.
 
   “You’ve never tested positive,” I observed.
 
   He waved a hand dismissively. “There are ways around the tests.”
 
   “What exactly was the argument about?”
 
   The blue eyes flashed anger. “He wanted more money for the steroids. A lot more.”
 
   “And you didn’t want to pay.”
 
   He shook his head. “Not what he was asking.”
 
   “Why not get them from someone else?”
 
   He snorted. “It’s not as easy as you might think, finding someone who will supply you and keep their mouth shut. I needed someone very discreet. Besides, no one suspected Pete was doing any of this. It was perfect.”
 
   “Until the other night.”
 
   “Yeah. He’d asked me to come over because he had something important to discuss. Then he hit me with his…proposal, as he called it. I told him he was asking too much and he pressed the issue. I kept telling him no and then he shouted that it was time he started making big money, too. I said he was crazy and that he’d better keep his mouth shut or he could ruin everything I’ve worked for. Then he said it was all going to come out, that my steroid use would be exposed if I didn’t pay up.”
 
   “Who heard you arguing?”
 
   “I don’t know. The neighbors, I guess.”
 
   “Did anyone see you coming or going?”
 
   “Pete’s next-door neighbor saw me going in. I’ve seen her around when I’ve been over there. And there was some younger woman when I left. She was going down the stairs and…”
 
   “What?”
 
   He blushed. “Don’t call me crazy, but I think I’ve seen her hanging around.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She kind of…stalks me.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You have a stalker?”
 
   He shrugged. “A fan, you know. They can get a little obsessed. It happens.”
 
   “And she might’ve been at Pete’s apartment?”
 
   “I know, what would she be doing there? I’m not sure, though.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “The fan that stalks me has the number twenty-three tattooed on her neck. That’s my number.”
 
   “Did you tell the police this?”
 
   “Yeah. I think they thought I was crazy.”
 
   “Okay.” I thought for a moment. “Just arguing with someone doesn’t make you a suspect.”
 
   “Yeah, but finding my gun in his apartment does.”
 
   That got my attention. “Let me guess – it was the gun used to kill him.”
 
   “You don’t miss a thing,” he said sarcastically.
 
   I liked to think so.
 
   “You probably think I’m lying, but I didn’t kill him, and I have no idea how my gun got there.”
 
   “Actually, I can believe it.” I’d had the same thing happen to me on my last case. My Glock had been found at a murder scene, and I’d had no idea how it got there. I had been Suspect No. 1, and I’d had to clear my own name. I shoved that memory aside and said, “Tell me about the gun.”
 
   “It was a Smith & Wesson Shield. I bought it a few months ago.” He tapped his fingertips harder. “As I’ve said, I’ve been followed by some fans. I live right near Coors Field, so I usually walk to and from the games. Most people don’t recognize me when I’m in street clothes, but some fans have figured out where I live. A couple of times, the following has been more like stalking, and it kind of scared me, so I bought a gun. But then it was stolen.”
 
   “How long ago?”
 
   “I had it out the night before Pete was killed.”
 
   “Two days ago. Wednesday.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Did you know right away that it was missing?”
 
   “No,” he said. “I didn’t know it was gone until the police told me it had been used to…shoot Pete.”
 
   “Did someone break in?”
 
   He shook his head. “I had a party here that night, people going in and out. I think someone must’ve taken it.”
 
   I couldn’t contain my surprise. “You leave the gun lying around like that?”
 
   “I…uh…” He cleared his throat. “I sometimes show it off. The ladies think it’s cool.” I tried not to show that I thought that was a colossally stupid thing to do. “Anyway,” he said hurriedly, “one day it was here, and then it was gone.”
 
   “Who was at the party?”
 
   “Some guys on the team. My agent. Pete and some of the guys that work in the clubhouse. And some women.”
 
   “So just about everybody in lower downtown,” I said.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “You told the police all this?”
 
   “Sure, but they don’t believe me.”
 
   “Were your prints on the gun?”
 
   “The police didn’t say, but it’s my gun, so yeah.”
 
   I ran through it all. “So, people heard you and Pete arguing the night he was murdered. Someone may have seen you leave his place around the time he was murdered. He was shot with your gun. And the gun – which you claim was stolen – was found at the crime scene, with your prints on it.”
 
   “That sums it up.”
 
   I sighed. “It doesn’t look good for you.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   A long silence ensued.
 
   “So,” he finally said, “will you see what you can do before they arrest me for murder?”
 
   I nodded halfheartedly.
 
   “I’m innocent,” he said.
 
   I nodded again. That’s what they all say.
 
   And by the time this was all over, I’d get more than I bargained for. Funny, they all say that, too.
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